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Purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to contribute with knowledge on consumer identity in a 
social media setting and how companies can utilize this behaviour for effective 
marketing.  
 
Method 
The thesis adopts a constructivist perspective on how we interpret our interviewees, 
the reality and our own research role. The interviews have been inspired by both 
ethnographic and a phenomenological approach. Our visual observations are inspired 
by a nethnographic approach. We have chosen to use narrative analysis in order to 
analyze the empirical material.   
 
Theoretical perspective 
The theoretical focus point has been on narrative theory. We have looked at theories 
related to narratives and also ones concerning the self.  
 
Empirical foundation 
The empirical findings have been divided into two main themes: ego boost and 
fabricating a genuine identity. We have noted that the participants create a new 
identity on Instagram.  
 
Conclusions 
The participants have created a new identity that resembles their ideal self. This 
created identity acts as a personal brand in their private sphere.  
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1. Introduction 
In this chapter, we will present a background of social media communication and the 
historical development of the photograph. Then we will discuss previous literature, 
which will lead us to the purpose of this paper as well as our research question.  
 
1.1 Background 
More and more people are changing their behavior in communication. As media is 
ever evolving, we adjust to new possible ways of socializing with each other. As of 
the digitalized world we live in today, more and more people are connecting through 
social media (LaRose, Connolly, Lee, Li & Hales, 2014). Social networking sites 
permits interactions between friends, new possible acquaintances as well as the 
business world. When new social networking sites appear and become popular, the 
consumer’s behavior will change and adapt to a new set of guidelines. Even though 
social networking is all about communicating, the behavior of doing so is very 
different depending on the media and it is therefore important to understand these 
different types of behaviors (LaRose et al., 2014).   
Many companies have started investing in social media activities to try to boost 
customer involvement and communication with their customers. While some argue 
that this action is expected of them, others are skeptical and believe that companies 
are not prepared and do not understand the jargon in social media (Kiss Metrics, 
2013; The Globe and Mail, 2012). Then again, social networking sites present new 
opportunities to build strong customer relationships and try new marketing ideas, 
often to a very little cost. It is, however, very important to understand customer 
behavior on these sites and how people interact, to fully gain from social media 
marketing (Heller Baird & Parasnis, 2011).  
Social Media, and especially the social networking site Facebook, has been 
broadly studied in academia (e.g. Greenwood, 2013). However, when the landscape of 
social networking sites and the way we communicate changes, we need to understand 
these changes to better equip ourselves to the new climate (Rauniar, Rawski, Yang & 
Johnson, 2013). Based on the lack of studies on communication behavior and the 
demand from the business world to better understand how to market in social media, 
this topic is both current and relevant to investigate. We have chosen to investigate 
Instagram as our social networking site, where consumers’ storytelling through 
photographs will be analyzed.  
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The concept of photographing has changed during the last 30 years. One of the first to 
study consumer photography was Richard Chalfen (1987), who introduced the Kodak 
Culture. According to his studies, consumers would typically share photographs or 
videos of traditional events that occurs within a family or a group of friends, such as 
birthdays and family holidays. The most important aspect, and what might differ from 
the social media society, was that people who were exposed to these images most 
often knew the people in the photographs and could participate in stories surrounding 
the pictures. He explains that “The narrative remains in the heads of the picture 
makers and on-camera participants for verbal telling… the story does not appear in 
the album or on the screen; it is not ‘told’ by the images” (Miller & Edwards, 2007: 
347; Chalfen, 1987). By the late 1990’s new digital technology emerged and the 
camera phone was introduced. Okabe and Ito (2003) found that people, through the 
camera phone, elevate ordinary events into an event that is worthy of a picture. 
Makela, Giller, Tscheligi & Sefelin (2000) as well as Kurvinen’s (2003) findings 
support the theory that camera phone photos are used to tell stories with images, 
rather than verbally having to tell stories about the images. Furthermore, there is 
research indicating that today’s society is becoming more visually focused and 
graphically fixated (Allen, Woodward & Lamp, 2012). Telling stories with images is 
unique due to the fact that it awakens emotions between individuals who do not speak 
the same language or does not share the same culture (Scott 2013). It is therefore 
interesting to investigate Instagram, where the main focus is uploading images and 
see how consumers use that social media to deliver their personal stories.   
Further, Van House, Davis, Ames, Finn & Viswanathan (2005) identified self-
expression as well as self-presentation as important communicative usages of camera 
phone photos. All of these studies tend to suggest that camera phones have lifted the 
actual photographs into the center of the storytelling and that the narrator has taken a 
step back.  
 
1.2 Previous literature 
For this section, we have chosen to discuss two main concepts that will help the 
understanding of the subject. We will mainly discuss consumer identity, personal 
branding, social media and Instagram.  
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1.2.1 Consumer Identity  
It is necessary that brands fit into consumer’s lives, rather than the consumers fitting 
into the brand, which makes it essential for organizations to understand people’s 
identities instead of concentrating on their interests (Branding Strategy Insider, 2010). 
By doing so, the brand starts matching consumer’s lifestyles (Chernev et al., 2011). 
Brands are shown to reaffirm individual’s values and beliefs, which confirms their 
self-image (Chernev et al., 2011; Kleine, Kleine, & Kernan, 1993; Solomon, 1983; 
Levy, 1959).  
Research has been made where the role of the brand as self-expression has been 
put into different scenarios. Chernev et al. (2011) present different contexts given by 
various authors, where Berger & Heath (2007) describe brands as being identity 
signals, Escalas & Bettman (2005) claim reference groups are the reasons for brand 
meaning, whereas it can also be described as a brand relationship (Aggarwal, 2004; 
Fournier, 1998; Kleine et al., 1993), a way of expressing prestige through brands 
(Braun & Wicklund, 1989), and lastly as an emotional attachment from consumers to 
the specific brand (Thomson, MacInnis, & Park, 2005). This emotional attachment 
occurs when seeing the physical aspects of a product as well as noticing other, less 
obvious factors. Physical factors such as the appearance of the product may appeal to 
an individual but with other factors such as the price, the invested advertising and the 
packaging may be just as appealing to a consumer who can associate with all these 
factors. If a certain stereotype or celebrity is associated with the brand as well, 
consumers might identify themselves even more with a brand in the pursuit of 
becoming this stereotype (Siegel, 1982).  
Consumer identity can also be connected to a self-concept where a person has 
three different “self”. The actual self is how a person sees his/herself, ideal self is how 
a person wishes to perceive him/herself and, finally, the social self concerns how an 
individual presents him/herself to other people (Sirgy, 1982). 
Consumer and social identity can be said to originate from both social and personal 
identity. Consumers’ relating to a specific group is considered social identity, whereas 
personal identity is originated from the consumer’s sense of self (White & Dahl, 
2007). Self-expressions can originate from relating to a brand, from self-expressive 
behavioral doings but also from non-brand expressions (Chernev et al., 2011). Self-
expression is a relatively new concept, first mentioned by Campbell (1983), who 
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meant that individuals expressed themselves through various sorts of powerful and 
joyful experiences (Corrigan, 1997). 
Social media such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter provide individuals with 
the opportunity to express themselves by sharing electronic messages, photos and 
videos. By sharing content on a social platform, individuals improve their social 
identity (Chernev et al., 2011).  
White & Dahl (2007) argue that a key statement for social identity theory is the 
fact that consumers search for distinguishing themselves from out-groups, groups that 
are not of desirable belonging. In order to achieve the distinction, consumers avoid 
products connected to the negatively perceived groups as well as they bond with 
positively viewed groups (White & Dahl, 2007; White & Argo, 2007; White & Dahl, 
2006; Tepper, 1994).  
There are different degrees of group belonging, where the consumer can feel a 
higher or lower involvement with a group or a brand (Luedicke, Thompson & Giesler, 
2010; White & Dahl, 2007). Some identity social groups may be portrayed as a sort of 
moral protagonism where consumers view their identified brands as having sacred 
meanings. Together they share an identity in which the company is included. Some 
groups share an identity of taking moral responsibility where consumers and 
organizations, which do not match their ideological criteria, are viewed as villains. 
Individuals may interpret a company as something that threatens their moral 
perspective of an ideology. The possible threat may target for example people’s well-
being or the ecosystem. Individuals who consume a certain product identify 
themselves with the aspects of the object, whilst individuals who despise the company 
will most probably find themselves despising the consuming individuals as well. That 
way, a consumer conflict will arise where the moral aspects are the underlying reason 
for the issue (Luedicke et al., 2010).  
There is traditional research on the subject of consumer identity and self-
expression through brands and other channels (Luedicke et al., 2010; White & Dahl, 
2007) as well as through social media such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter 
(Chernev et al., 2011) but so far no research has been found on self-expression 
through Instagram.  
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1.2.1.1 Materialistic identity  
Consumption can be seen in different ways, but somehow they are all connected 
through a theme where consumers and their objects communicate various hierarchies 
in the social world (Corrigan, 1997). Both Veblen (1975 [1899]) and Bourdieu (1984 
[1979]) mean that consumption of goods is a way of distinguishing oneself from other 
social classes. Conspicuous consumption is useful for showing ones wealth in big 
cities where no one is familiar to another and there are strangers everywhere. The 
only thing one will know about another person is what they see at first sight 
(Corrigan, 1997; Bourdieu, 1984 [1979]; Veblen, 1975 [1899]). Bourdieu (1984 
[1979]) shares this view of goods as expressing oneself, but he sees the society as a 
war between social classes where goods are the weapons used for claiming ones 
position.   
It is possible to extend ones consumption to other people within the surroundings. 
In order to claim wealth, it was not sufficient to dress in expensive clothes. A person 
could also consume by dressing all servants in expensive clothes, and the rest of the 
family was bought even more expensive clothes. As it is not as popular today with 
hiring servants, the wife has become essential in the excessive consumption 
perspective. Veblen (1975 [1899]) means that the wife is the person who displays the 
wealth of the family, and it is therefore vital that she consumes in order to claim a 
social status (Corrigan, 1997; Bourdieu, 1984 [1979]; Veblen, 1975 [1899]).  
Other ways of extending ones consumption can be done through for example 
donating to charity or throwing parties. By throwing a party, all guests consume the 
wealth through the host, where they may eat and drink on the cost of the host. A big 
party can also symbolize an individuals’ ability to throw away a huge amount of 
money on one event, and that is a way of showing ones prestige compared to rivals 
(Corrigan, 1997). An example of a person with the ability to throw extravagant parties 
is Jay Gatsby in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s (1925) novel, The Great Gatsby. Mr. Gatsby 
threw the most prestigious and costly parties that everyone wanted to attend. By 
hosting all these parties, he was seen as one of the most prestigious men on Long 
Island. He managed to consume enough to make people talk about his wealth and 
high status (Fitzgerald, 1925). This can also be seen in high-class societies where 
people throw big charity parties. All guests are invited to join an extravagant party in 
exchange for donating money during the party. This way, they can show everyone 
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else how much they are willing to donate, hence how wealthy they are, and at the 
same time feel good about themselves.  
Buying and wearing branded clothes makes an individual stand out from others. 
A glamorous brand has to be expensive otherwise they would loose their high-end 
customers. By paying more money for a product that fills the same functions as 
another, lower-priced product, shows others that one can afford to spend money and 
consume (Bagwell & Bernheim, 1996).  
When entering social networking sites such as Facebook and especially 
Instagram, one can see that some individuals post photos of all expensive objects they 
have worn or used that day. Through Instagram they may practice a new way of 
showing the whole world how good they are at consumption.  
 
1.2.1.2 Leisure identity  
Conspicuous leisure arose in the 19th century where consumption no longer sufficed 
for displaying ones high social status (Corrigan, 1997). Conspicuous leisure is, 
according to Veblen (1975 [1899]), suitable in small societies where everyone knows 
of each other. 
It was important to show others that your wealth was so great that you did not 
have to work or do anything yourself. Veblen (1975 [1899]) stated that the leisure 
class avoided everything that was associated to productive labor, and therefore they 
never produced anything. This way, they showed other that they did not have to work 
in order to survive. Instead, time could be spent on learning for example dead 
languages, stating that one was not associated with industrial labor. Other ways of 
showing ones wealth was having an absurd amount of servants, dressed in expensive 
clothing and not doing anything. An individual can be busy and still maintain his/her 
high social ranking, but it would have to be an activity that did not result in labor that 
produces anything (Corrigan, 1997; Veblen 1975 [1899]). 
Practicing sports can be an honorable act if practiced in the correct manner. There 
is a distinction between players and gentlemen, which can still be seen today in sports 
such as tennis, cricket and golf. The players are professional and practice a sport for 
making money and earn a living while the gentlemen are amateurs and practice the 
sport for pure leisure. According to Veblen (1975 [1899]), the practicing of the sport 
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for the players makes them dishonorable, whereas the gentlemen only gain social 
status (Corrigan, 1997; Veblen, 1975 [1899]).   
Sticking to conspicuous leisure in today’s society is as good as impossible since 
almost everyone has to work for a living. Although, this does not mean individuals 
don’t leisure themselves. However, instead of solely leisuring oneself, an individual 
may consume goods as well in order to display ones fortune.  
Most people live in big societies and cities where you meet strangers every day 
and it is therefore difficult to claim wealth through leisure. It requires people to know 
parts or all of your background in order to understand the conspicuous leisure that is 
practiced. If an individual wants to claim his/her wealth through leisure, it is 
important that other people notice. A way of portraying this leisure, and consumption, 
would be through social media, such as Instagram, where you can post images to 
show the whole world as well as your closest friends and family.  
 
1.2.2 Personal Branding  
Tom Peters was the first to introduce the concept Personal Branding in his article 
“The Brand Called You”, in 1997. He stated that the most important task is to market 
the brand called “You”. Every individual has the power to be his/her own brand 
through personal branding and his/her main job is therefore to be the marketer of this 
personal brand (Chen, 2013; Peters, 1997). When marketing the personal brand, the 
final aim is to develop the brand in order to facilitate the growth of a network, which 
will also build a reputation. As a result, the personal brand will be known and others 
will seek it out for its expertise (About.com Marketing, 2014).  
 
1.2.2.1 Defining the Term  
Personal branding is seen as a concept that merges networking, leveraging self-
awareness and skill excellence into a personal value proposition for the individual’s 
workplace. These personal branding actions will make the individual unique and 
therefore stand out from the competition, which might lead to becoming a candidate 
for new opportunities chosen by decision makers (Morgan, 2011). Shepherd (2005) 
states that individuals market themselves in order to get noticed in a marketplace, and 
consequently gain employment.  
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Personal branding is deeper than just an individual’s appearance, even though it is 
very important. Physical appearance may differentiate an individual from others 
depending on the way s/he dresses or behaves. Appearance would communicate a 
positive impression that the individual is an appropriate fit within the company 
culture. Furthermore, it is argued that dressing and behaving in a unique way will not 
last for a long-term impression. It is therefore crucial to contribute with high quality 
work material that will market ones personal brand (Morgan, 2011). 
According to the Entrepreneur, branding can be defined as “The marketing 
practice of creating a name, symbol or design that identifies and differentiates a 
product from other products.” Jim Joseph (2013) compares branding of a product with 
personal branding. Once a pair of parents names their child, a personal branding 
process begins. As a person market him/herself for taking new choices and heading in 
new directions, s/he has to think the same way as a brand, which means staying true to 
who s/he is and who s/he wants to be. Joseph points out that a personal brand needs to 
be carefully managed and controlled through life, just like any commercial brand 
(Joseph, 2013).  
 
Personal branding is, in this context, defined as:  
The way individuals acknowledge their given name and create a personality 
around it based on the different choices they make throughout their lives 
(Joseph, 2013). The process of creating a personal value proposition, 
displaying the individual as unique compared to others, which includes both a 
first impression appearance and a long lasting impression (Morgan, 2011). As 
Joseph (2011) describes, personal branding is managed the same way as a 
commercial brand, which can be defined as “creating a name, symbol or 
design that identifies and differentiates a product from other products” (the 
Entrepreneur). Therefore, personal branding concerns the way individuals 
market communicates their personal skills, personality and their values 
(About.com Marketing, 2014). 
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1.2.2.2 New Era of Personal Branding  
Alongside with personal branding offline, lies personal branding through social 
media. Using social media as personal branding is about reminding your friends and 
network about who you are, what you do, and why you are unique (American 
Marketing Association, 2014). The developing digital media is becoming more 
integrated with the traditional media (Wetsch, 2012), and research shows that 
employers consider the use of social media as an efficient and cost-effective way of 
hiring new, qualified staff. Since individuals have similar access to that of 
organizations, they can search for recruiters and, by marketing their personal brand, 
find potential employers (Wetsch, 2012).  
It is recommended that individuals post status updates, liking other people’s 
updates and update their personal profile in order to communicate the personal brand 
via the specific social media. People are more likely to spare extra time for others 
within close networking connections rather than to strangers (Blacksmith & 
Poeppelman, 2014).  
The development of personal brands is a fast growing trend within the social 
media (Chen, 2013). Individuals use the social media for personal branding by 
presenting, understanding and experiencing themselves as subjects (Chen, 2013; Pace, 
2008).  
Various authors argue that social media contributes to both the development of 
personal branding, but also establishes relationships with potential consumers for 
organizations (Chen, 2013; O’Brien, 2011; Vitberg, 2010). The concept of personal 
branding is also known as self-branding or self-marketing, and the use of it is 
increasing among leaders, celebrities, politics and the entertainment industry (Chen, 
2013; Shepherd, 2005).  
Personal branding through social media displays self-performances and offers an 
individuality that may facilitate a differentiation of the personal brand from other 
individuals (Chen, 2013). Shuker (2010) implied that personal branding could be seen 
as an art involving impression management, where the purpose is to project an 
impression leading to affect external parties. This results in an exchange of social 
relations (Chen, 2013; Shuker, 2010).  
Blacksmith & Poeppelman, 2014 mention benefits of branding within social 
medias such as LinkedIn and Twitter. LinkedIn provides the biggest professional 
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network online and help individuals find people and organizations closely connected 
to themselves. Using well-selected keywords for a profile will facilitate the process of 
being found by potential employers, and it is therefore essential to choose keywords 
wisely (Marketingpower). Twitter allows the possibility to use hashtags in order to 
find a bigger selection of a certain interest. Users of Twitter also receive suggestions 
of users who might be interesting to follow. As a result, the individual can read 
popular trends on his/her homepage and improve his/her personal brand thereafter 
(Blacksmith & Poeppelman, 2014).  
Concerning consumer-brand relationships, it is argued that consumers seek and 
uphold relationships that may add meanings to their everyday lives (Chen, 2013). 
Aggarwal and McGill (2011) state that researchers have found that consumers are 
more likely to picture themselves as partners with a brand that has the personality that 
fits the characteristics of the individual (Chen, 2013; Aggarwal & McGill, 2011). 
Aaker (1997) defined five different brand personalities: sincerity, excitement, 
sophistication, competence, and ruggedness, which consumers can associate 
themselves with.  
It is possible to find guidelines on how to create a strong personal brand through 
social media (Blacksmith & Poeppelman, 2014; Marketingpower). If an individual 
fulfills the requirements such as: communicating ones interests both inside and 
outside of the organization, being aware of the results when searching for ones name 
on Google, being good at presenting ones expertise and knowing what distinguishes 
oneself from others, it is argued that this individual has a strong brand online 
(Blacksmith & Poeppelman, 2014).  
There are different suggestions and guidelines on how to create an impeccable 
personal brand through social media. Some provide step-by-step guides to follow in 
order to improve and develop a better marketing of the personal brand (Forbes 2012; 
Guiseppi, 2009). The American Marketing Association (2014) discusses personal 
branding via Facebook and how to best utilize its benefits. Other websites such as 
Marketingpower handles the usage and benefits of LinkedIn as a social media for 
personal branding. Along with the suggestions from Marketingpower are the authors 
Blacksmith & Poeppelman (2014) who stress the importance of self-branding via both 
LinkedIn and Twitter, since they both provide different benefits. Chen (2013) refers to 
personal branding by posting characteristic videos through YouTube. Even though 
authors provide numerous guidelines about personal branding through various social 
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medias, there is still no solid material on how to utilize Instagram for personal 
development.  
 
1.2.3 Social Media & Instagram 
Even though social media is used as a relatively new term, the concept has existed for 
some time. Tom Truscott and Jim Ellis created the Usenet in 1979, a discussion 
system where people could post public messages that could be viewed worldwide 
through the internet. As the accessibility to the Internet has increased, so has the 
concept of social media. Like Web 2.0, social media is characterized by connectivity 
and interactivity in which the content produced is essential to deliver experiences to 
individuals (Hanna, Rohm & Crittenden, 2011). Through the creation of social 
networking sites such as MySpace (2003) and Facebook (2004), the term social media 
was coined and became widely spread (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social Media 
could be defined as “an umbrella term that is used to refer to a new era of Web-
enabled applications that are built around user-generated or user-manipulated content, 
such as wikis, blogs, podcasts, and social networking sites” (Smith, 2011: 2). Kaplan 
& Haenlein (2010: 61) define social media as “a group of Internet-based applications 
that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow 
the creation and exchange of User Generated Content”. There is no standard 
definition for social media, but we will use Kaplan & Haenlein’s definition for the 
purposes of this thesis.  
Creating and networking online has become an important means of managing 
one’s social relations, identity and lifestyle (Livingstone, 2008). As mentioned before, 
social networking sites are good channels for communicating ones personal brand or 
expressing ones consumer identity.  
Social media has been met with both positive and negative critique. Optimistic 
reviews stress the new possibilities of sociability, self-expression, creativity and new 
literacies. Others are more skeptical and critics argue that public anxiety can be linked 
with social networking and that younger generations have no sense of privacy. Other 
negative opinions have also been raised questions about online harassment and sex 
predators. Despite criticism, social networking sites gain more followers each day and 
critics have to work around the problems in new ways (Livingstone 2008). 
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In order to communicate a personal brand or practice self-expression, an individual 
needs a channel to go through. Instagram is a social networking site where users can 
take photographs or record videos, manipulate them using different filters and frames, 
and share them with their followers, a photography community. It is also possible to 
connect Instagram to other social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter to 
share the photographs or videos on these sites as well, which make it a non-isolated 
platform. The users have the option of commenting posts and hashtagging them to 
interconnect them with relatable posts, as well as photo mapping. Contrary to other 
social networking sites, Instagram is mainly a smartphone and a tablet application, 
which allows the users to update with their portable phone or tablet on the go. These 
aspects all speak for a good platform to perform self-expression, which is why we 
have chosen to concentrate on Instagram.  
Instagram was created by Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger, who launched the 
application in October 2012. In February 2014 they had 150 million monthly active 
users according to their own numbers (Instagram 2014). Flickr, another photograph 
social networking site, relies on a more traditional model of photography. Here users 
take photographs with their camera, edits and process them later, and finally post 
them in a gallery or album (Miller & Edwards, 2007). In contrast, Instagram has 
combined this into one single step, using the smartphone, which encourages instant 
publishing and location awareness (Weilenmann, Hillman & Jungselius, 2013).  
According to a survey conducted by Pew Research Center’s Internet Project 
(2013), Twitter and Instagram appeals in particular to urban dwellers and young 
adults. Both Facebook and Instagram users show high levels of engagement and the 
most part check these social networking sites on a daily basis. 57% of Instagram users 
visit the site at least once a day and there are indications that the amount of users is 
climbing (Duggan & Smith, 2013).   
Even though the concept of social media has been a popular subject to study 
previous years, Instagram has rarely been the focus of these studies. Mostly, 
academics have focused on demographic and geographic differences, photographic 
compositions, privacy concerns or artistic differences in the usage of Instagram 
(Hochman & Manovich 2013; Hochman & Schwartz, 2012; Miller & Edwards, 2007). 
Davis (2007) researched the stories surrounding photographs and self-presentation on 
the social networking site Flickr, a photograph sharing site that in some ways 
resembles Instagram. The main purpose of this study was to understand how users 
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portray their everyday lives. Davis research is very much relevant today, however it is 
important to note that the object of Davis study, Flickr, is used more as a professional 
photo album whereas Instagram is used as a way of active storytelling.  
The sharing culture has grown and photos that would earlier be kept private as a 
memory are now exposed as a public diary of the user’s lives (Weilenmann, Hillman 
& Jungselius, 2013), this is especially true on social networking sites. No studies were 
found that connected the narrative use of Instagram to personal branding.  
 
1.2.4 Criticism of Previous Literature 
Our previous literature has helped in the understanding of how individuals behave and 
express themselves in different kind of ways. However, the literature is not sufficient 
due to the fact that it does not have any connection at all to photography or 
storytelling through images. Even though it helps comprehending how consumers act, 
it does not help in the understanding of the narrative on Instagram, nor the 
photography. Consumer identity and personal branding are two concepts that start a 
process of understanding but there are many gaps that need to be filled in order to get 
a complete picture of what the photographs on Instagram mean. Therefore, it is 
important to include a narrative approach in order to comprehend the images on 
Instagram.  
 
1.3 Area of Research 
With the change in communication behavior as a background, we have chosen to use 
one of the newer and very popular social networking sites, Instagram, as our subject 
of investigation. Many companies have already, both effectively and ineffectively, 
become active on other social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter 
(VentureBeat, 2013). However, the landscape is changing, and especially younger 
generations are moving away from Facebook into newer social media such as 
Instagram (Stern, 2013). Instagram has the potential to become a very powerful tool 
within marketing, and has already succeeded in doing so in the fashion industry. 
Retailers either own their own Instagram page or use hashtag campaigns to market 
their products (Dishman, 2014). The challenge for companies is to understand the 
logic in the new type of communication behavior, how consumers view their personal 
brand, to better be able to utilize these assets. Our research commences from personal 
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branding and consumer identity in a social media setting, where theories concerning 
the idea of self and narrative aid us in understanding this relationship. With regards to 
how widespread Instagram is, there are surprisingly few studies where Instagram is 
the subject of investigation.  
To the best of our knowledge, no studies have yet investigated storytelling and 
expression of an identity as the basis of communication on Instagram. This will 
provide information to build better customer relationships and manage effective 
marketing techniques.  
 
RESEARCH QUESTION: 
How do consumers identify themselves on Instagram and how do they communicate 
this identity?  
 
1.4 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to contribute with knowledge on consumer identity in a 
social media setting and how companies can utilize this behavior for effective 
marketing. This is done by investigating the thought process that is put into 
communication on Instagram.  
It is impossible to understand every single consumer’s behavior on social media. 
However, there are several visible trends and themes that can be observed as well as 
in-depth insights that are useful to understanding a general behavior.  
 
1.4.1 Expected Knowledge Contribution 
Communicating solemnly through photographs and videos in the context of social 
media is a relatively new phenomenon. We want to add to already existing knowledge 
on social media communication by examining how this particular communication 
behavior differs from others. We especially want to broaden the understanding of 
personal branding and consumer identity in a social media context. Practically, we 
want to complement companies’ understanding of how to engage in social media and 
contribute with guidelines for how to use Instagram as an effective marketing tool.  
Our study adds to previous research by investigating how people communicate on 
Instagram, and how this communication is related to a person’s personal brand and 
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consumer identity. Additionally, our study adds important insights on how narrative 
storytelling has evolved through photographs.  
 
1.5 Delimitations 
We have chosen to narrow our study of social media to a social networking site, 
specifically Instagram. In doing so, we have limited our scope of communication 
behavior to focusing on communication through photographs, videos, short 
comments, likes and hashtags.  
We investigate how people interact with each other on Instagram, what motivates 
them to post a picture, comment and like something. We will also to some extent 
investigate the penetration that a post may have. However, we will not focus on the 
geomapping application that is available. Neither do we look at demographic 
differences, but rather explore the use within a specific cultural and social group in 
this context.   
 
1.6 Definitions and concepts 
Social Media: Kaplan & Haenlein (2010: 61) define social media as “a group of 
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations 
of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content”. 
 
Social Networking Site: Social networking sites are platforms where one can build 
social network and relations, it is a social structure made up of several actors 
interacting with each other online (Edison Research, 2012). 
 
Users: a user is, in this context, someone who has a social networking account on 
Instagram and hence can post pictures and videos, like, hashtag and comment on 
Instagram.  
 
Hashtag: a hashtag is a word or a phrase preceded by a hash sign (#) that is used to 
identify messages on a specific topic. It is also used as a way of connecting and 
linking with other users concerning a specific topic.  
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Post: a post in the context of Instagram is referred to the posting of a picture or video 
on the user’s Instagram account.  
 
Feed: a feed is the collection of updates on the user’s Instagram account that shows 
posts by other users that the user is following. This is sometimes also referenced to as 
a news feed.  
 
Like: a like is used on Instagram as a way of appreciating a post. This is either done 
by pressing a heart button or by double clicking on the posts in your feed. 
 
1.7 Thesis outline 
The thesis is divided into five main chapters: Introduction, Theory, Method, Empirical 
Findings and Analysis, and Results and Discussion. The introduction chapter includes 
a background to the topic, a literature review, area of research, purpose of the study, 
delimitations and definitions. The second chapter includes the necessary theory, 
which entails the base for our analysis. The third chapter describes the used method, 
which includes choice of topic, scientific approach and overall research design. The 
fourth chapter contains the study’s findings and our analysis of the research. The final 
chapter is the results and discussion, which is based on the findings in our research. 
These are discussed and our research question is answered. This chapter also includes 
theoretical contributions, practical implications, limitations of our study and 
suggestions for future research.  
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2. Theory 
In this chapter, we will go through the concept of narrative theory, which has evolved 
into storytelling. We will also review theories concerning the idea of self, reality, 
authenticity and justification.  
 
Previous chapters have helped in the understanding of former literature connected to 
consumer behavior and self-expression. The previous literature has provided an 
understanding of consumer identity and personal branding but there is a need for an 
extended theory in order to answer our research question. Since the individual is so 
complex, we have looked at various theories to help in our understanding.  
 
2.1 NARRATIVE THEORY 
The word person originally orients from the word mask. Goffman (1959) writes that 
when an individual gets in contact with another individual, they generally seek 
information about that person or to act on information that they already have. The 
collection of this information could be seen as the goal itself, but serves also to 
practical purposes. These meetings can be viewed as performances, when an 
individual tries to, through his or her actions, influence other individuals. When these 
performances become regular, they become a role that the individual has to act.   
A narrative is something that is told to create a picture of reality. Because of the 
complexness of the individual’s identity, the individual searches for ways of making 
sense of one’s self. Narrative is used as a strategy for coming to terms with elements 
of our experiences, such as time, process and change. We construct a narrative 
identity to comprehend ourselves and our lives by the stories we can or cannot tell 
(Ricoeur 1984, 1992). Weick (1995: 60-61) summarizes the most important aspects of 
sensemaking: “If accuracy is nice but not necessary in sensemaking, than what is 
necessary? The answer is, something that preserves plausibility and coherence, 
something that is reasonable and memorable, something that embodies past 
experience and expectations, something which resonated with other people, 
something that can be constructed retrospectively but also can be use prospectively, 
something that captures both feeling and thought, something that allows for 
embellishment to fit current oddities, something that is fun to contrast. In short, what 
is necessary in sensemaking is a good story.”  
   21  
Sensemaking is aided by symbolic resources, where literature has played an important 
role. Literature gives structure and meaning to otherwise complex matters. Literature 
is easily put into a sequential manner, and by doing so, creating a casual model for 
linking separate life events together. Chronology is one of the easiest ways to explain 
a plot and the plot is also dependent on a chronology. If the chronology changes, the 
meaning of the plot will also change (Ricoeur 1977).  
Greimas and Courtés (1982: 203) define narrative through three perspectives. 
“The term narrative is often used to designate narrative discourse of figurative 
character (involving personages which accomplish actions). Since it is then the 
narrative schema (or any one of its segments) already put into discourse and, by this 
fact, inscribed in spatiotemporal coordinates, that is being dealt with, certain 
semioticians define the narrative – following V. Propp – as a temporal succession of 
functions (in the sense of actions). Conceived thus in a very restrictive way (as 
figurative and temporal), narrativity concerns only a class of discourses.” They 
continue defining simple narrative as “at its minimum the latter is reduced to a 
sentence each as ‘Adam ate an apple’, analyzable as the passage from a previous state 
(preceding the eating) to a later state (which follows the eating), carried out through a 
doing (or a process). In this perspective the simple narrative comes close to the 
concept of narrative program.” And finally, “at the level of the discoursive structures, 
the term narrative designates the discoursive unit, figurative in character, situated in 
pragmatic dimension, and obtained by the procedure or utterative disengagement.” 
A narrative in its most elementary form consists of three components: an original 
state of affairs, an action or an event, and the consequent state of affairs (Czarniawska 
1998). Narratives are often based on experiences. Experiences can be either lived or 
mediated (Thompson 1990). Lived experiences apply to practical activities and events 
that occur in our everyday lives, whereas mediated experiences are distant and the 
outcome of the mass-communication culture. Media lets us experience events that are 
at least temporarily distant from our daily lives. The postmodern consumer culture has 
enabled mediated experiences to be a part of the project of the self and narratives of 
self-formation (Thompson, 1995).  
Barthes (1977a: 79), on the other hand, uses a broader definition of a narrative 
and includes any form of communication. He states that “the narratives of the world 
are numberless. Narrative is first and foremost a prodigious variety of genres, 
themselves distributed amongst different substances – as though any material were fit 
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to receive man’s stories. Able to be carried by articulated language, spoken or written, 
fixed or moving images, gestures, and the ordered mixture of all these substances; 
narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, drama, 
comedy, mime, painting (think of Carpaccio’s Saint Ursula), stained glass windows, 
cinema, comics, news item, conversation. Moreover, under this almost infinite 
diversity of forms, narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it 
begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been a people 
without narrative.” Barthes definition of narrative will be used in the purposes of this 
thesis.   
 
2.2. THE IDEA OF SELF 
According to Giddens (1991: 201), the postmodern individual is threatened by 
dilemmas of the self such as fragmentation, powerlessness, uncertainty and a struggle 
against commodification. Driven by a longing for a meaning for the self, the 
individual tries to construct and maintain a stable identity in a changing world. Even 
though the individual struggles against commodification, a diversification in 
consumer choice enables ‘an ego-ideal which commands the respect of others and 
inspires self-love’ (Gabriel & Lang, 1995: 98). In other words, creative consumers 
search for an identity through consumption. It is therefore essential to understand the 
concept and dynamics of the self.  
Individuals do not solemnly make consumption choices based upon the product’s 
user-value, but also from its symbolic value (Giddens, 1991; Dittmar, 1992; Bourdieu, 
1984 [1979]; Gabriel & Lang, 1995; Belk, 1988; McCracken, 1988; Douglas, 1982; 
Goffman, 1959). The symbolic meaning of products runs in two directions: outwards 
constructing the social world, social-symbolism, and inward in constructing our self-
identity, self-symbolism (Elliott, 1997). Brands are often used as a symbolic resource 
when constructing and maintaining one’s identity (Mick & Buhl, 1992; McCracken, 
1987).  
When choosing what to wear, one decides how that outfit will portray oneself as 
an individual. Going back to eighteenth century, people dressed in a way of 
portraying themselves as a label, telling everyone else of their social status. Walking 
down the street was like a ceremony, where the person became an actor, portraying a 
certain type of person, and it was important that the audience understood it correctly. 
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This sort of theatre can also be connected to Barthe’s say about theatrical costume, 
where the costume must make an argument (Corrigan, 1997). Before World War I, it 
was clear to see which profession one had just by looking at how they dressed. After 
the war, however, the population developed a working class, and Featherstone (1991) 
argued that the use of goods as a symbol for social status might not be readable much 
longer (Corrigan, 1997). Featherstone also stated that, in Western society, the 
meaning of one’s clothing might vary depending on the wearer, the place, the viewer 
and many other factors (Corrigan, 1997). As for Veblen (1975 [1899]), dress 
expresses one’s wealth more than any other consumer goods can. He means that the 
way we dress is an indication of our wealth to everyone else who observes (Corrigan, 
1997; Veblen 1975 [1899]). The self in postmodernity is something the individual 
actively creates, partially through consumption (Solomon, 1996; Gabriel & Lang, 
1995; Giddens, 1993; Dittmar, 1992; Glover, 1988; Tyler, 1978).  
The individual visualizes her/himself based on the imagined possibilities of the 
self. A possible self is something individuals would like to become, it is a sort of ideal 
self. According to Markus & Nurius (1986: 954), “an individual is free to create any 
variety of possible selves, yet the pool of possible selves derives from the categories 
made salient by the individual’s particular socio-cultural and historical context and 
from the models, images, and symbols provided by the media and by the individual’s 
immediate social experiences.” Thus, the individual is very complex and may possess 
a variety of different selves and a variety of possible and ideal selves. A possible self 
may also be something that an individual is afraid of becoming.  
When aspiring for becoming an ideal self, individuals picture themselves as that 
ideal. Someone who whishes to loose ten kilos will picture him/herself vividly, as a 
thinner person with an improved life. Possible selves have the function of affecting an 
individual’s future behavior, acting in a way of avoiding or reaching towards a future 
self (Markus & Nurius, 1986). It is also important that each individual feels his/her 
life has a meaning, which results in individuals structuring their lives in order to 
create that feeling (Holstein & Gubrium, 2000).  
The self-concept can be seen as a system combined of affective-cognitive 
structures. These can also be called self-schemas and they are constructed from an 
individual’s past experiences as well as how they reflect personal concerns. In that 
way, they control which stimuli are selected for attention and which are to be 
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remembered, where the self-concept then becomes an important regulator for the 
behavior of the individual (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  
People also have ideas about themselves that are not quite connected to their 
social reality (Markus & Nurius, 1986). As stated before, individuals have ideas and 
images about their potential selves as well as they have hopes and fears. Additionally, 
Markus & Nurius (1986: 955) state that “possible selves are views of the self that 
often have not been verified or confirmed by social experience”, which may indicate 
that individuals seek for social verification in order to pursue their possible selves. 
Having a possible self also provides a context of extra meaning for an individual’s 
present behavior. An individual does not evaluate his/hers abilities or activities of the 
self solely by him/herself, but is affected by the surrounding context of possibility. So, 
an individual with a lonely possible self is likely to perceive a cancelled lunch date 
with much greater negative significance than someone who does not have this sort of 
negative self. As a result, the individual will experience a temporary lower self-
esteem that will require a possible happening in order to increase the self-esteem once 
again (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  
The construction of the individual’s self-identity is inseparable from the parallel 
construction of collective social identity. Jenkins (1996) describes this relationship as 
internal-external dialectic of identification; self-identity is validated through social 
interactions and the self is part of social practices. The social self is argued to arise 
from social interaction with other individuals. Mead (1934) states that the self is 
experienced through the opinions of what other people’s response is to one’s self. In 
that way, the self is created indirectly (Holstein & Gubrium, 2000). A person’s 
identity is also dependent by relationships of dialog with other individuals as well as 
having dialogs internally (Taylor, Appiah, Rockefeller, Waltzer & Wolf, 1994). 
Taylor (1992) states that there is a need to re-claim the ideal of authenticity by 
arguing that authenticity is a valid ideal for an individual and that the value of 
authenticity is higher than any other aspect of value.   
Some argue that a dark side of self may arise if one socializes with other 
individuals who are seen as “bad people”. After a while, that person will identify 
him/herself and his/her manners will become more alike the group in which s/he 
socializes with. It is also likely that a person will start acting and seeing him/herself as 
a “bad guy” if the society labels him/her that way (Holstein & Gubrium, 2000).  
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There is a tension between the meanings that we create ourselves and those that we 
are exposed to socially. Dittmar (1992) suggests that material possessions are 
important symbolic references, which express our own identity and perceive the 
identity of others, a way of negotiating between our self-identity and the collective 
social identity.  
 
2.3 Excuses for Behavior 
When expressing a narrative, individuals may act in ways that are not always socially 
accepted. In order to make their actions more acceptable, the individuals then come 
up with excuses or justifications. In a way, an individual needs his/her actions to be 
accepted by his/her surrounding and therefore it becomes important to justify a 
specific behavior or action.  
Justifications and excuses are usually practiced when the social surrounding 
believes that a person has done something wrong or bad. To explain one’s actions, a 
person must use some sort of linguistic, in form of words. These words can be 
motives, which are names for consequential situations that have been questioned by 
others (Mills, 1940).  Mills (1940: 907) explains that “Motives are accepted 
justifications for present, future, or past programs or acts”. A justification is when a 
person takes on responsibility for the act, but s/he denies the disapproving 
characteristic associated with the act. Using justifications for neutralizing an act may 
happen when an individual admits performing the act itself, but claims that it is not 
very relevant because other people commit these or even worse acts. Another method 
of neutralizing one’s actions is to state that the action was acceptable since it is of 
interest to individuals who have a close relationship to the person (Scott & Lyman, 
1968).  
An excuse, however, is when a person admits that the act is wrong or bad, but 
s/he denies complete responsibility for it. An individual may try to defend an act or 
excuse him/herself from being blamed, by claiming that s/he did not have the free will 
or the knowledge to choose. Scott & Lyman (1968) explain that an individual’s will 
and knowledge can be reduced under certain circumstances, when being affected by, 
for example, alcohol. A certain type of excuse called scapegoating is when an 
individual claims to have acted in a certain way because of the behavior of other 
people (Scott & Lyman, 1968).  
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This sort of behavior, making excuses and justifications, happens in an everyday life 
of consumers. It is imaginable that individuals see themselves as someone who makes 
justifications for every action taken, or as someone who does not care about other 
people’s reaction of an act. As individuals are driven by a longing for a meaning for 
the self, it is important to keep a steady identity and aim towards their ideal self 
(Gabriel & Lang, 1995). Making justifications and excuses is a way of making other 
individuals accept one’s behavior. When an individual notices that these explanations 
result in a tolerance of certain acts, s/he might receive emotions of belonging and 
acceptance, which will create an increase of self-esteem. These explanations may 
therefore aid consumers in their search of reaching their ideal self.  
 
2.4 Storytelling 
A popular word for narrating is storytelling. It is a way of communicating an identity 
or a specific event, where photographs and images are often used. Conversely the 
narrative used to consist of the verbal telling of the picture, in other words, the 
photograph by itself was not enough to tell a story (Chalfen, 1987; Miller & Edwards, 
2007). However, with the introduction of new digital technology, the narrative has 
changed, and the stories are told with the pictures; the photographs speak for 
themselves (Kurvinen 2003; Makela, Giller, Tscheligi & Sefelin, 2000).  
Van House, Davis, Ames, Finn and Viswanathan (2005) have identified the main 
social uses of the camera phone as constructing personal and group memory, creating 
and maintaining social relationships, self-expression and self-presentation. They 
found that telling stories about photographs helps to nurture their social relationships, 
but that photographs were also used as a personal diary. Through their study they also 
saw a change in behavior of what is photo-worthy. The photographer did not only 
take photographs of special events, but also of ordinary and spontaneous events. 
Through sharing these photographs, the participants were able to share their point of 
view of the world. Their research also showed that the sharing aspect was especially 
important, people wanted to show others what they were doing during their day.  Not 
only did this express the participant’s point of view, but it also influenced other’s 
view of the participants. Further, Van House et al. (2005) found that the photographs 
taken by the camera phone served as a functional use that in some cases substituted 
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writing; the image could capture complex information that was easier to describe with 
a photograph rather than in writing.    
In advertisement it is common to use photographs and pictures to tell a story. 
Advertising can also be used as a symbolic resource in the creation of narratives 
(Elliot & Wattanasuwan, 1998). The relationship between the consumer and 
advertising is dialectical. Advertising creates, modifies and transforms cultural 
meaning for the consumer (Lannon & Cooper, 1983). It also represents cultural 
meaning taken from the consumer’s view of the world (Elliot & Wattanasuwan, 
1998). In advertisements, images and signs are often used to tell different stories and 
it is therefore useful to understand how advertisements can be decoded for the 
purposes of this thesis.  
Ferdinand de Saussure (1974[1916]) was one of the first to discuss the notion of a 
sign as being composed of a signifier and a signified, these two being separate. For 
example, the written letters of R-O-S-E or the sound stream [rose] are signifiers, but 
the idea of rose that pops into our minds is the signified, the combination of the two is 
a sign. The relationship between the signifier and the signified is subjective, therefore 
signifiers can create meanings that in fact have little to do with the signified. In 
Roland Barthes (1991 [1957]) work, he explains that this is in fact what myths are 
composed of. In the case of the word rose, this signifies of course a rose, but also 
passion or love for some people. The unity of this signifier and signified becomes a 
new sign (Corrigan, 1997; Barthes, 1991 [1957]).  
Williamson (1978) describes in her book Decoding Advertisements. Ideology and 
Meaning in Advertising how advertisers link their products with other objects or other 
consumers, trying to create a natural linkage. However, these links are often not 
natural. Advertisers often put two objects together to create prestige and value around 
the object that in fact is of lesser prestige and value. The object of prestige usually 
symbolizes something more, for example the Eiffel Tower might symbolize Paris and 
fashion. In this context, the object being advertised would feed off of the prestige that 
the Eiffel Tower symbolizes. The hope of the advertisers is to create a natural linkage 
with their product and, in this case, the Eiffel Tower, giving their product a more 
prestigious aura than it had before. The objective for the advertisers is that in the end 
their product takes over this meaning. Williamson (1978:35) says that “the product 
itself comes to mean. It may start off as a reflection of something exterior, but will 
soon come to represent it”.  
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Erving Goffman (1979) has identified five different themes of how gender is 
portrayed in images of advertisement: relative size, the feminine touch, function 
ranking, the family and ritualization of subordination. The first theme discusses that in 
various images, we tend to assume that the taller person has more authority. The 
relative size is in this case an indication of power whether it be social class or gender. 
The second theme speaks to the differences in how women and men touch things. 
Women in advertisement caress or cradle objects whereas men hold the objects in a 
utilitarian way. Corrigan (1997:71) explains “it is as if women do not want to impose 
themselves on the objects, but treat them as precious and to be admired in an aesthetic 
way. Men, by contrast, show the objects who’s boss, treating them as means to a 
particular end rather than as objects of beauty to be admired. (…) Men act with clear 
purpose, women just look on admiringly.” The third theme talks about function 
ranking. In Goffman’s research he found that men in the images were often taking 
action, whereas women were standing by. A common example that he found were of a 
man pointing to a building and the woman just looking towards it. This is another 
example where the indication of power is portrayed by the action in the image. The 
fourth theme concerns the family. Here, fathers and sons are often represented as in 
conflict with another whereas mothers and daughters are shown as older and younger 
versions of each other. “Often the father (or in absence, a son) stands a little outside 
the physical circle of the other members of the family, as if to express a relationship 
whose protectiveness is linked with, perhaps even requires, distance” (Goffman, 1979 
[1976]: 39). The fifth and final theme discusses the ritualization of subordination. In 
images, the less powerful person is often portrayed in positions where it is difficult to 
defend themselves, such as lying on a bed or on the floor. The physical place in the 
image symbolizes the power relationship in between the people being photographed. 
“The resulting configurations can be read as an acceptance of subordination, an 
expression of ingratiation, submissiveness, and appeasement” (Goffman, 1979 [1976]: 
46). These themes are analyzed by Goffman in accordance to gender, but are equally 
important when analyzing images in general. These themes show how power 
relationships are portrayed in images and are useful when decoding photographs.  
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2.5 What is reality? 
A narrative seldom gives the audience the entire story, bits and pieces are chosen. It is 
therefore important to understand why the narrator choses to show certain aspect of 
the story and hide others. Goffman (1972 [1959]) has made a distinction of public 
performance as a front and back region. These are more commonly known as the front 
stage and the back stage. The front stage is often described as an appearance, whereas 
back stage is seen as reality. The back stage is used to hide everything that would 
discredit the front performance. Goffman (1972 [1959]: 144) explains this as “given a 
particular performance as the point of reference, we have distinguished three crucial 
roles on the basis of function: those who perform; those performed to; and outsiders 
who neither perform in the show nor observe it… [T]he three crucial roles mentioned 
could be described on the basis of the regions to which the role-player has access: 
performers appear in the front and back regions; the audience appears only in the front 
region; and the outsiders are excluded from both regions.” Goffman sees human 
behavior as a performance in which people take on a role that they execute. He also 
discusses the problems that arise when this role is not executed consistently. 
MacCannell (1973) has built on Goffman’s idea of the front and back stage when 
studying tourism. Since the back stage is perceived as the reality and hidden away 
from the audience, gaining access to the back stage is the same as being a part of “one 
of them” or “at one with them” (1973: 592). In tourism, tourists often search for the 
authentic, they want to gain access to the back stage. Rather than showing the tourists 
the real back stage, they stage the back stage. This is not only done within tourism, 
but also on company visits and in some restaurants. It gives the audience a feeling that 
they are actually apart of the authentic reality, even though it is not in fact authentic 
nor real. It is in fact a front stage appearing as a back stage. MacCannell therefore 
suggests a six-point model of different stages. Stage 1 is Goffman’s version of the 
front stage, where everything is fabricated for the performance. Stage 2 is a front 
stage that has in some aspects been decorated to appear as a back stage. Stage 3 is a 
front stage that is totally arranged as a back region. Stage 4 is a back region that is 
somewhat open to outsiders, but it is only a small part of the real back region. Stage 5 
is the back region that has been cleaned up or slightly altered. Finally, stage 6 is based 
on Goffman’s version of the back stage, the authentic reality. Even though 
MacCannell’s work is based on tourism it also gives a greater understanding of the 
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search of the authentic reality, and also the need to hide it away. This becomes 
important aspects for our thesis when trying to understand what people are willing to 
share on Instagram.  
The word “authentic” is usually associated with words like “reality”, “truth”, and 
“genuineness” (Peterson, 1997:209). These words can have a very different meaning 
depending on both the context and the person who is using the word. A person is 
perceived to be authentic if their expressions and actions appear to reflect who that 
person really is (Goldman & Papson, 1996). Someone who adopts their behavior to 
different social conventions or for the reason to make money is not perceived as 
authentic (Holt, 2002). Peterson (2005), however, believes that authenticity is 
constructed and subject to continual change. Drawing upon Goffman’s (1972 [1959]) 
work of remaining true to one’s role and Taylor’s (1992) work on self-reflexivity, 
Peterson discusses the authenticity of the constructed self. This becomes a particularly 
important aspect in certain industries such as the music industry. Musicians capitalize 
on a created role or an image, and it is vital for them to be consistent with this image. 
Failing to be constant in their authentic role will label them as fake.  
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3. Method  
This chapter will provide an explanation of our approach and selected methods. We 
will motivate our research methods and our choice of topic.  
 
3.1 Choice of topic 
Our interest in social media and how companies can market themselves using this 
media was born through a guest lecture we had with P&G, who had successfully 
performed a campaign for Venus using Instagram. This led us to ponder over the 
possibilities that exist for marketing through social networking sites. During the fall 
of 2013, we noticed that our surroundings were abandoning the popular social 
networking site Facebook, and were becoming increasingly active on picture posting 
sites, like Instagram. People started using Instagram as a form of diary where the 
users could portray themselves in a certain way, a way of personally branding 
themselves. They were also sharing pictures to enhance certain characteristics and 
shed light on their personality. The posts were manipulated by using different filters 
to add characteristics to what would otherwise sometimes be an ordinary photograph. 
In combination with an increase of use of Instagram, there was also an increase in the 
use of hashtags, which connects the post to other posts. Even though the photographs 
posted often were of a private setting, users were hashtagging their photographs to 
make them visible to users outside of their immediate circle, aspiring to gain more 
followers and likes on their posts. The trend is very evident, but we found no relevant 
research regarding this phenomenon. There is a clear gap in current literature, which 
has mainly focused on social networking sites such as Facebook (e.g. Blacksmith & 
Poeppelman, 2014). However, since people use Instagram in a very different way than 
Facebook, it is important to understand this new behavior to be able to best target this 
media.  
 
3.2 Scientific Approach and Overall Research Design 
We decided to do a qualitative research, rather than a quantitative, to gain insights on 
a deeper level. We wanted to understand the human behavior and especially the 
reasons that govern this behavior. In order to achieve this, we need to observe this 
behavior and cannot solemnly rely on information that is directly given to us. By 
having less structured interviews, where we acted as participants-as-observers, we 
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gave the participants room to create their own perceptions. That way, there was a 
constructivist approach that was created (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Constructionism is 
about what individuals perceive and how they perceive the reality. Even though these 
perceptions act as reference points, they are still constantly in the process of changing 
and being formed into new perceptions. There is no definite reality but rather an 
individual’s personal version of social reality (Bryman & Bell, 2007), which is the 
one we want to observe in our research.  
For this study, we have adopted an abductive approach, where we develop a 
proposition based on the material acquired in our research (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 
The material was gathered and then matched with a theoretical frame of reference 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007). We as scientists are however colored by our previous studies 
and knowledge within the business field, and this will be reflected in our study. This 
also implies that our choice of theoretical frame of reference is affected by our 
previous understanding and knowledge. The original framework is successively 
modified, as a result of empirical findings as well as theoretical insights gained during 
the process (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  
To fully get insights on consumer’s behavior on Instagram, we have chosen a 
methodology that is inspired by ethnographic as well as phenomenological research. 
We have also made visual observations, which has been inspired by nethnographic 
research. By combining these two research methods, we are able to gain a better 
understanding of different trends or incitements that affect the consumer’s behavior, 
as well as understand the reasons that govern this behavior.   
 
3.2.1. Interviews 
In order to get a better understanding of how consumers behave when using social 
networking sites such as Instagram, we conducted 11 informal interviews in which we 
mainly acted as participants-as-observers (Elliot & Jankel-Elliot, 2003; Gold, 1958). 
We have taken inspiration from both ethnographic research as well as 
phenomenological research.  
The essence of ethnographic research consists primarily of participant 
observation, in which “you are directly involved in community life, observing and 
talking with people as you learn from their view of reality” (Elliot & Jankel-Elliot, 
2003; Agar, 1996:163). The main goal is to interpret and describe a social or cultural 
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group. Ethnographic research is usually conducted over a long period of time, where 
the researcher becomes actively engaged in regular interaction with people and 
participates in their daily lives (Bryman & Bell, 2007). If a time limit is applied, it is 
possible to conduct a micro-ethnographic research (Wolcott, 1995). This means that 
the researcher focuses on a particular aspect of a social culture, and not an overall 
understanding (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 
Phenomenological research on the other hand focuses on gaining an 
understanding of the essence of a certain phenomenon. Welman and Kruger 
(1999:189) explain that “phenomenologists are concerned with understanding social 
and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of people involved.” The 
purpose is to describe and interpret the experiences of the participants in the research 
and is therefore mainly focused on the consciousness of the human experience. 
Phenomenological methodology concerns in many ways a narrative written by the 
participant, which makes it relevant for our research (Fournier, 1998).  Thompson, 
Locander and Pollio (1989:138) also state that the goal of a phenomenological 
interview is to “attain a first-person description of some specified domain of 
experience.” This is achieved through a circular dialogue, where the interview is 
intended to be more of a conversation. Thompson et al. (1989) also stress the 
importance of using conversational and accessible language in the interviews. The 
questions should be stated in the terms of the participant.  
We have decided to draw inspiration from both of these research methodologies 
and create a hybrid, since our main goal is to understand a phenomenon within a 
social group. We believe that the phenomenon that we have observed and analyzed, is 
directly linked with the social group. We also believe that it is important to both 
portray the participant’s narrative and experiences, as well as our own observations of 
their behavior in order to gain a deeper and fuller understanding. Solemnly looking at 
one of these aspects would not enable us to answer our research question. The 
participants in this study are also from the same social group and the phenomenon 
will therefore be portrayed within this social group. We believe that the cultural 
setting within the chosen social group is of outmost importance, and that our results 
are dependent on this aspect. Both phenomenological research and ethnographic 
research advice a longer relationship with the participants to achieve deeper insights. 
Due to time limitations, we were unable to interview the participants on more than 
one occasion. Instead, we relied on our observations, which are based on our 
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interaction with the participants over the past couple of years as well as during the 
interviews. 
Acting as participants-as-observers we were both participating as well as 
observing during our interviews, and the members of the social setting were always 
aware of our research (Gold, 1958). Gans (1968) suggests other classifications of a 
researcher’s role during interviews such as total participant, researcher-participant, 
and total researcher. Gans advises that these roles should coexist in a project. In some 
situations and settings, we needed to act within Gans classifications and switch in 
between the different roles. However, our main target has been to act as participants-
as-observers.  
We decided to conduct semi-structured interviews rather than structured 
interviews to be able to observe behaviors and practices that the participants might not 
be aware of or would not like to admit. It is also important to observe the relationships 
and conditions that might influence the participants’ behavior. This information 
would not be captured in a structured interview, but is essential for our research 
question (Bryman & Bell, 2007). It can, however, be argued that we are dependent of 
the participants in this research when not giving them structured questions.  
The observations and interviews took place in the participant’s natural habitat and 
surroundings to ensure a comfortable atmosphere. The interviews were usually 
conducted with a single participant, but in some cases we conducted the interviews in 
pairs to create a more comfortable atmosphere. This insured a deeper understanding 
as well as increased trust with the participants. In some cases, it was impossible to 
conduct the interviews in person and we therefore used video interviews through the 
internet as an option. The participants were asked to show us their Instagram account 
and explain different pictures and situations that surrounded the pictures. The 
questions posed were in semi-structured form since there were some key elements that 
needed attention, but we still wanted the participants to speak as freely as possible and 
not control the interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Complying with Thompson et. al. 
(1989) suggestions, the interviews were conducted in a conversational form. The 
authors also advice to avoid using questions such as “why”. However, this was 
something we differed from since our objective was both to understand the 
participant’s experience, but also observe their behavior and thought process. We 
therefore posed several questions that were meant to provoke feelings associated with 
the experiences. The interviewer took notes of the observations and recorded the 
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conversations during the interviews, which were later transcribed and analyzed. The 
interviews were conducted in either the participant’s native tongue or English. 
Therefore, some aspects might have been lost when translating the material. To ensure 
a setting where the participants felt at ease and able to speak freely, their identities 
have been kept anonymous.  
 
3.2.2. Visual observations 
To understand how Instagram is used and what creates or dictates a certain behavior, 
we need to understand the social and cultural setting by which the individuals act 
upon. This means that we need to observe and analyze the photographs and videos 
that are posted and discussed on the social networking site. This will portray a wider 
perspective and compliment the ethnographic research. We have been inspired of an 
observation-based online research method, namely Netnography. Netnography is a 
term coined by Kozinets (2002), which refers to a marketing research method that 
investigates online communication (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Specifically, 
nethnography research concerns itself with the observation of communities. Contrary 
to traditional ethnographic method, a nethnographic method allows the researcher to 
observe without participating. This will allow participants to act freely without the 
influence of the researcher. Participants of the study may feel freer to speak and act 
when being observed instead of interviewed, and things may be said during 
observation that would not have been mentioned during an interview (Bertilsson, 
2009). It is also less time consuming, yet rich in data. 
Our observations have been inspired by this research method in the sense that we 
observe discussions taking place surrounding our participant’s photographs. However, 
it is important to note that our observations differ from the traditional use of 
nethnography. We have not observed Instagram as an online community, but rather 
certain phenomenon on the online community. Through the internet, individuals are 
able to communicate both within their social circle as with people who are outside of 
it. The communication on Instagram differs somewhat from other social networking 
sites, since photographs are the main communication tool. However, there are also 
other forms of communication as comments, hashtags and likes. These, as well as 
photograph and video posts, were observed and analyzed to gain a better 
understanding of current trends and the interaction between users. Besides looking at 
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different phenomenon, we have carefully studied the 2697 pictures posted by the 
respondents in our interviews. The content of Instagram is voluminous and it has 
therefore been important for us to stay true to our research question. The content that 
has been observed and analyzed are of a manner that we thought was interesting, 
relevant or showed a type of insight or pattern (Kozinets, 2002). The material was 
documented through print screen shots as an individual photograph and then mapped 
together with others to analyze structures and patterns. All of the photographs have 
been made anonymous to insure the privacy of our respondents.  
 
3.2.3. narrative analysis 
The empirical data in this research is based on observations and narratives. Therefore 
we need an approach to analyze these narratives. We have chosen to analyze the 
narratives as storytelling. Analyzing interviews as stories is a method of revealing 
meaning in an interview (Mishler, 1999). Narrative analysis is an approach that is 
sensitive to the temporal sequence that individuals detect in their lives and 
surroundings and inject into their account (Bryman & Bell 2007). It is an approach 
that has become increasingly important, especially in management research. Narrative 
analysis is not predetermined in what way data is constructed or collected, but is 
especially suited for field research (Czarniawska, 1998). Other analysis approaches 
neglect the fact that people perceive their lives in terms of continuity and process. 
Therefore, analyzing the data without this aspect in mind would also neglect the 
perspective of those who we have studied (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Interviews, 
however, have usually no clear sequence, but are instead consisting of different 
episodes that the informant and researcher are involved with in the creation of a story. 
The way these previous events are made sense of resembles storytelling. The narrative 
analysis here accounts to relating events and the interconnections between them 
(Mishler, 1986; Cassinger, 2010). 
There are different views on how to analyze a narrative and what is of 
importance. Miller (2000) suggests that narrative interviews are more concerned with 
provoking the interviewee’s perspective that is revealed through the telling, rather 
than actual facts of what have occurred. The interest is to investigate how this 
perspective changes in different contexts, which makes the interviewer an important 
part of the construction of the story. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) proposes that 
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narrative analysis should be based on the functions that the narratives serve for the 
teller. The reconstruction of connections between events and the context is therefore 
the main object for analysis. We have chosen to mainly look at Coffey and Atkinson 
(1996) definition of narrative analysis since it serves the purposes of our research 
question. 
Based on these views, we have detected different narratives in the interviews as 
well as in the sequential posting of photographs. How the participants have chosen to 
portray different events will be analyzed, as well as what was not portrayed. Barthes 
(1977b) suggest different techniques for decoding photographs. Barthes (1977b: 17) 
sees the photograph as “a denoted message, which is the analogan itself, and a 
connoted message, which is the manner in which the society to a certain extent 
communicates what it thinks of it.” These two messages co-exist and we have 
therefore looked at the denoted message as well as the connoted message. Barthes 
(1977b) highlights that the pose or objects in photographs are used as signifiers, 
therefore we have also paid special attention to these elements in the pictures. These 
techniques have been used to analyze the composition of different photographs and 
the narratives that these compositions entail. The narratives from the interviews have 
therefore been matched with the specific photographs discussed to understand the 
participant’s perspective of the narrative. 
 
3.3 Preparatory Work 
3.3.1. Choice of Social Media 
For the choice of social media, we wanted to use a social networking site that has 
many users, is becoming increasingly popular and where companies are trying to 
market themselves. We chose Instagram since it has several of the attributes that we 
are looking for. Instagram is one of the largest social networking sites at the moment 
and is globally the fastest growing site. Between quarter 2 and 4 in 2013, Instagram 
gained an increase of 23 % of active users (Lunden, 2014). In February of 2014, 
Instagram had over 150 million active users and 55 million photographs shared on a 
daily basis (Instagram, 2014).  
Younger generations are abandoning Facebook and are moving into newer social 
networking sites such as Instagram (Stern, 2013). The fashion industry has worked 
actively with marketing themselves on Instagram either using own personalized 
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profiles or creating campaigns were other users market their products for them, using 
hashtags (Dishman, 2014). These numbers indicate a trend and an increase of the use 
of Instagram. This, in combination with the lack of research conducted on Instagram 
makes it ideal for our research.  
 
3.3.2. Choice of Participants and content 
In this section we will discuss our choice of participants for the conducted interviews. 
The choices were made on the basis of certain criteria as well as of snowballing 
sample. We will also discuss the choice of content for our visual observations, which 
is based on relevance, interest, structured patterns, and new angles.  
Our objective of this research is to understand how a certain social group narrates 
their identity on Instagram. The social group that we have decided to investigate 
consists of men and women in the ages of 20-30, who are studying at a university. We 
have therefore limited our selection to a smaller segment. We selected respondents 
from our acquaintances who we knew fit into this criteria and were active on 
Instagram. We also decided to use snowballing sample to find participants. This was 
done after making contact with a small amount of individuals in our social circle who 
were relevant to our topic of research. Then we have used these people to get in to 
contact with other, relevant individuals (Bryman & Bell, 2007). There is no way of 
knowing what kind of people the snowball sample will contribute to, which means 
there is no sampling frame for the sample of individuals and from where they will be 
taken (Bryman & Bell, 2007). However, it has been important that the participants fit 
our criteria of social group as well as having both male and female informants. One of 
the benefits of using snowball sampling is that it reflects relationships between 
individuals, which has enriched our study (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 
We have aimed for a variety of participants in our study, yet staying true to the 
social group. We wanted to observe different aspects of usage for an Instagram 
account, and by extension different identities portrayed. The underlying reason for 
creating an Instagram account can vary a lot between individuals as well as how they 
utilize the online network for personal use and expression. Some individuals may use 
hashtags as a tool for generating more followers and likes, while others might utilize 
their profile for creating a portfolio of photographs. We have therefore aimed for 
interviews with different kinds of Instagram users. The variety may differ between 
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users with thousands of followers, and users with more moderate amount of followers. 
With a variety of participants, we are also able to link the narratives used to privacy 
aspects of Instagram.  
 
Pseudonym Age Occupation Location Amount of 
pictures posted 
Followers 
Lucy 24 Student Lund 41 48 
Steven 27 Student Malmö 72 59 
Monica 23 Student Lund 197 74 
Leo 20 Student Stockholm 48 69 
Charlotte 22 Student Lund 292 130 
Joey 24 Student Lund 131 123 
Sandra 23 Student Lund 348 209 
David 23 Student/Entrepreneur Lund 405 525 
Emma 22 Student Lund 97 89 
Michael 27 Student/Politician Stockholm 712 1254 
Maria 22 Student Lund 354 110 
Table I. Summary of the respondents in our interviews. 
 
The selection of content for the visual observations have been based on the material 
gained in the interviews. The narratives that are told are connected with different 
themes and specific pictures that are posted. We have therefore actively searched for 
different hashtags, accounts and pictures that were related to the material attained in 
the interviews. We have also actively observed the photographs and videos posted by 
the participants in the interviews, in current time, but also how these narratives have 
evolved throughout time.  
 
3.3.3. Data Processing 
In order to ensure quality and trustworthiness in our research, all our interviews were 
recorded. The recordings were later transcribed and analyzed together with our field 
notes. Our observations from Instagram have been documented through screenshots. 
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) have shown that different readers interpret the same text 
in different ways. We have therefore decided to initially analyze the material 
separately and then discuss our findings together. This is done to gain a more 
complete understanding of the interviews and to minimize the possibility of affecting 
each other when interpreting the material. From our discussion and analysis we have 
divided our interpretations into two main themes.  
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3.4. Limitations of the study 
This study has some limitations that should be discussed. The essence of a qualitative 
research is subjective, and this study will therefore not expose an objective truth 
(Bryan & Bell, 2007). The observations that are made are based on our previous 
knowledge and perception, therefore they cannot be viewed as an objective truth. Our 
previous experiences and relations with the participants will inevitably affect the 
results of our observations. We have been conscious of this dilemma throughout the 
process, and have therefore broadened our minds and knowledge base. We believe 
that this has helped us to understand our own observations in a more diverse way. The 
transcripts from the interviews have been analyzed separately at first and then later 
discussed together in the hope of eliminating subjective feelings towards the 
participant. Even though this study cannot prove an objective truth, we believe that 
the findings are essential and that they will generate general insights to the subject.  
Due to time limitations, we were only able to observe and interview participants 
during a short amount of time. Ethnographic studies as well as phenomenological 
studies are usually conducted over a longer period of time. The researchers normally 
follow the participants in large aspects of their lives to reach a deeper understanding 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007). This limitation was acknowledged when analyzing our 
results. To minimize the risk of not gaining a deeper understanding, we combined our 
interviews with observations. The observations are based on a combination of visual 
observations of photographs dating back in time as well as personal observations of 
the participants during the last couple of years. This combination helped us achieve 
both a shorter and deep perspective, as well as a longer and narrative perspective.  
Throughout our research, we have tried to be as critical to our sources as possible. 
If possible, we have used sourced that are greatly cited rather than unknown authors. 
The probability that a cited article has gone through a more thorough inspection is 
quite high, which enhances the trustworthiness. Still, in the sources concerning 
Instagram, we were unable to find greatly cited journal articles and were therefore 
forced to look at what was available. Instagram is a relatively new subject for 
research, which could be a reason why these articles have not been subject for 
discussion to the same extent as others.   
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3.4.1. Trustworthiness and Credibility 
There are different views on how to regard reliability and validity in a qualitative 
research. The general discussion concerns the ability to generalize the results across 
different social settings which is closely connected to objectivity (Bryman & Bell, 
2007). Lincoln and Guba (1985) have presented for criteria for evaluating qualitative 
research as credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Below, we 
will discuss how we perceive this criteria in relation to our study.  
Credibility: credibility concerns the method for gathering data which can be 
controlled through triangulation. Triangulation demands the use of more than one 
method or source of data (Bryman & Bell, 2007). We have achieved this through 
using a variety of methods and seeking our data from several sources. This has been 
done both online and offline through observations and interviews. We have also 
achieved this through choosing participants who have different characteristics, ages 
and occupations, to minimize the risk of only analyzing one characterized group. The 
interviews are also recorded to ensure that citation are of high credibility. We have 
also to some extent shown the participants the citations and interpretations to control 
the validity. The transcripts from the interviews have been interpreted separately and 
later discussed to uncover differences in our analysis. 
Transferability: transferability in a qualitative research concerns the ability to 
apply the findings to another social context than the one being studied (Bryman & 
Bell, 2007). Since we have in our research focused on the users of Instagram and their 
identity, contrary to Instagram as a phenomenon, it is possible to achieve 
transferability. The core of our research is to uncover the construction of one’s 
identity in a social media setting. The theories of identity is applied in the setting of 
Instagram, but we believe that our findings are applicable in other social settings as 
well.  
Dependability: dependability concerns whether the same results could be 
achieved if the study was to be performed on another occasion. Dependability in its 
original meaning is hard to achieve in a qualitative research. Guba and Lincoln (1985) 
propose that in order to achieve dependability in a qualitative research, the researcher 
should adopt an auditing audience.  To enhance the dependability of our study, all 
material has been saved and surveyed by a preceptor throughout the thesis process. 
Our thesis has also been audited by our peers during the mid-seminar as well as in the 
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final seminar. It is also recommended to meet the participants of the study once again 
to see if some behavior has changed. Due to the time limitation of this thesis we were 
unable to reconnect with our participants in a large extent. However, our 
nethnographic study helped us observe our participants behavior dating back in time, 
and we were in this sense able to evaluate any change in behavior.  
Confirmability: complete objectivity is not possible in a qualitative research, 
therefore confirmability in this aspect concerns the researcher’s ability to act in good 
faith. There is a risk in qualitative research that the researcher has an effect on the 
participants’ responses (Bryman & Bell, 2007). To minimize this risk we have posed 
open ended questions and tried to let the participants lead the discussion of the 
subject.   
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4. Empirical Findings and Analysis 
In this chapter, we will present the empirical findings of our research. These findings 
will thereafter be analyzed through the angle of narrative theory and the idea of self. 
By studying the empirical material, we have discovered some underlying behaviors of 
Instagram users and how they portray themselves by uploading images.  
 
4.1#Egoboost 
From the empirical material, it is shown that most consumers having an Instagram 
account feel that receiving acceptance is an essential part of the social network. There 
are many ways of receiving confirmation. On Instagram, however, every uploaded 
picture ends up on the individual’s profile and is then expected to obtain acceptance in 
form of “likes”. In a way, it can be said that Instagram is about increasing one’s 
personal self-esteem along with establishing an identity online.  
 
4.1.1 #Selfies 
In this section we will discuss how some people focus on their looks and themselves 
when portraying a story. When portraying a story by uploading a picture of oneself, it 
is called “taking a selfie”. What is especially particular about a selfie is that the person 
is taking a picture of him/herself. Instead of asking someone to take a photo of 
him/her, the person takes up his/her phone, poses by him/herself and at the same time 
snaps a picture. The camera is usually turned so that the screen is visible when taking 
the photograph and the photographer/poser can see how s/he looks when taking the 
picture.  
The term selfie is both loved and hated by Instagram users but it was revealed that 
almost all of our interviewees have at least one selfie on their Instagram feed. One 
reason for taking a selfie and justify it, could be to argue that “everyone else uploads 
them too”. That would be a justification as explained by Scott & Lyman (1968). Lucy 
said she would never take a selfie. She feels that uploading selfies is a way of trying 
to get many likes. However, she admitted that a selfie with other people was 
acceptable for her. Another participant, Monica, feels that the written text should be 
connected to what the picture displays. 
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Monica: “…that the text has nothing to do with the picture. Why would you 
take a picture of yourself if you’re going to the gym? They’re just not 
connected. And it becomes obvious that you just want to take a picture of 
yourself. It’s just to fish for likes.”  
 
But, Monica says that she has nothing against selfies when they represent something 
fun. Taking a photo of yourself and make a joke about yourself or when you’re on a 
vacation to show others that you’re having a good time. Those kinds of selfies are fun 
to look at according to Monica. Emma has other opinions about selfies. She would, 
like Lucy, not take a picture by herself but she would post pictures where someone 
else has taken the photo of her. Both Emma and Sandra feel that the selfie is a concept 
for showing off. Sandra states that she could take a selfie but it would require a solid 
reason for being uploaded, as for example, when getting a new job.   
The participants were asked if they see selfies as provoking because they have an 
ego focus. Emma stated the pictures are “so ‘look at me’”, while Sandra feels that 
people who upload selfies are so self confident with their perfect make-up and perfect 
hair, they look too perfect.  
Posting a selfie can be seen as giving away a glimpse of Goffman’s (1972 [1959]) 
backstage scene. But, when interviewing the participants, it becomes clearer that each 
selfie is carefully chosen, and sometimes even staged, which would disqualify the 
meaning of Goffman’s (1972 [1959]) backstage scene. Instead, MacCannell’s (1973) 
six-point model would be better fitted in order to get an understanding of the level of 
backstage selfies portray. Stage three of MacCannell’s (1973) model is a front region 
that is staged to looking as a back region. This stage could be said to fit the definition 
of a selfie. The participants want to show their followers special happenings and 
meaningful events, but these are only at the surface of what is going on in their 
everyday life. When the picture is to be taken, the individual seems to have the perfect 
outfit and hairdo, which has been mentioned during the interviews. When taking a 
selfie, individuals usually place themselves in front or behind some object, or they 
display their “look of the day”. These pictures are thought to be special but are rarely 
seen as being authentic and it does not show the individual’s backstage. Furthermore, 
this sort of perfection and “showing off” is what the consumers think their followers 
want to see, but it can also be perceived as being unauthentic and staged.  
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Even though the majority of the participants say that they feel reluctant towards 
selfies, they still post them themselves. When others post selfies, they are perceived as 
annoying or egocentric. But, when individuals themselves post selfies, they expect 
their followers to like the picture. As Markus & Nurius (1986) discuss, individuals 
possess a possible self, which determine one’s future behavior. Individuals may 
posses one or many possible selves, some are desirable while others are feared. When 
an individual has a fear of becoming something undesirable, s/he will act in way of 
avoiding the outcome of the unwanted possible self. If a person sees him/herself as 
someone who gets many likes from a picture, they have that image already in their 
minds and will therefore become disappointed if not receiving enough likes. In that 
state, the individuals might experience a lower self-esteem, where social confirmation 
is needed in order to increase again. It is also possible that the individual believe that 
s/he has reached an unwanted possible self and may therefore start acting in a way of 
getting out of that state. An example of how to act in order to receive social 
confirmation might be to post even more pictures, and also selfies, on Instagram and 
hope that these will generate many likes. A result of this action could be an increase 
the self-esteem and Maria sees no problem in searching for an egoboost by uploading 
a picture.  
 
Maria: “… for example this one ‘before the last exam’. It is something that 
has to do with me and it’s something that I have done well, kind of like 
egoboosting myself.”  
 
During the interviews, most of the participants have revealed that a selfie is accepted 
as long as there is a reason for uploading it. The participants have stated that when 
they post selfies, it is always connected to a special event or happening, they mean 
that their selfie always has a meaning in order to make it qualify as an accepted selfie. 
During an interview, Michael stated that he does not think selfies contribute much, 
except for when something special is happening. He then referred to his selfie with a 
tank and explained that the picture could be interesting, at least for people who are 
interested in the military. It can be imagined that Michael has a possible self of being 
in the military and then sees this selfie as having a meaning and being special enough 
to be shared with his surrounding.  
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Even though there is no special occasion or event at the time, consumers invent or 
come up with something they can classify as special and, in a way, make an excuse 
for uploading their picture of themselves. One of our participants, David, stated that 
he always has a meaning behind every picture being uploaded.  
 
David: “I don’t upload anything just because”  
 
Yet he has a selfie with the text “Good evening!” instead of having a justifying text of 
how his selfie is special or connected to a certain happening. Looking at it, the picture 
is simply an image of a person. Therefore, the selfie can be seen as a postmodern self-
portrait where the individual is in focus. Another example could be if someone posts a 
picture of themselves with the text “going to the gym”. The picture itself has nothing 
to do with the text of going to the gym. When going to the gym, one would perhaps 
expect a picture of the gym or something related to the subject of exercising. Instead 
of posting an image related to the gym, the person uploads a picture of him/herself 
and comes up with a story that can disguise the fact that they are uploading a selfie 
just for the sake of it. By making up a story, individuals justify for their act and seek 
acceptance.  
 
 
4.1.2 #Likes 
Another way of receiving confirmation is by getting many likes on a picture. 
Although most participants stated that receiving many likes is not of importance, 
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some accidentally blurted out that it is. The importance of likes is noticeable when the 
participants were asked to compare two of their Instagram pictures, one with many 
likes and another with fewer likes. When asked, Monica said that likes were not of 
importance to her. However, when she compared two of her pictures, she stated that 
she was disappointed when she did not receive an expected amount of likes on her 
fashion show picture by stating:  
 
“I thought, why does not anyone like a picture that cool? If any of my friends, 
I mean I’m not bitter, but if any of my friends were at fashion week, sitting on 
the second row in Copenhagen, I would think that that’s cool.”  
 
When saying this, Monica stated in a subconscious way that likes do matter for her 
even though she does not admit it. Another participant, Sandra, also said that likes do 
not matter and she only uploads pictures for her own sake, like keeping a diary. 
During the interview, Sandra was asked what kind of pictures she would not upload. 
 
Sandra: “(…) I wouldn’t just put up that it’s 9 p.m. and I am in the sofa, 
drinking tea and watching TV (…) That wouldn’t have gotten many likes 
(haha)!” 
 
When talking about her pictures, Sandra accidentally reveals her true opinion about 
likes. That way, it becomes obvious how individuals, both consciously and 
unconsciously modify their choice of pictures in order to get likes and receive 
confirmation. As the self is created through the opinions of other people’s response to 
one’s identity, the self can therefore be said to be shaped indirectly (Holstein & 
Gubrium, 2000).  If individuals feel that other people have negative responses of their 
identities, in this case on Instagram, they might start shifting their opinions of seeing 
their selves in a negative aspect as well.  
Two other participants did however acknowledge the importance of likes on their 
pictures. Charlotte said that if she gets under ten likes on a picture she feels that the 
uploaded picture was not good enough and she gets a little disappointed. 
It also came out that not receiving any likes on a selfie was more sensitive than 
any other kind of picture. Charlotte explained that she would never post an ugly 
picture of herself and not getting any likes on a selfie could therefore be seen to 
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possibly lower her self esteem, as discussed by Markus & Nurius (1986). The reason 
for why selfies are more sensitive than other pictures could be that the individual is, in 
that scenario, exposing him/herself to his/her surrounding. Getting likes or comments 
on an image is the way of receiving confirmation that other people have seen, liked 
and officially pressed on the like-button. Without the last step on pressing the actual 
like-button, some individuals feel that they are not receiving enough confirmation, 
and then not feeling that their looks are good enough. Steven even said that he once 
removed a picture that did not get any likes at all.  
 
Steven: “(…) sometimes you post too many things about the same thing or 
you post too many pictures in a row. And you think that you don’t need all of 
them so you take two pictures away, or one picture. (…) I sort of care about 
other people when I post a picture. My purpose is never to get likes on a 
picture. I just upload a picture if I like the picture personally and if I want to 
share them. (…) it’s nice if people like them (…).”  
 
Even though he admitted to removing a picture with zero likes, he still claims that 
likes are not of a big importance to him. Steven also states that he would never upload 
a picture of himself where he looks ugly, just as Charlotte said. Being consequent in 
what kind of pictures to upload seems to be an important behavior to the participants. 
By keeping a consequent story on the Instagram feed, the participants uphold a 
consistent image as well. It has been stated that ugly pictures are not considered as 
“Instagram material” and that can be argued to the fact that the users need to uphold 
their created Instagram identity. Individuals have usually built up an identity where 
they portray themselves as good-looking, stylish people. In order to fully believe in 
this role, they need approval, in this case in the form of likes. If they do not receive 
this confirmation, they will not be able to live up to their created role. As Peterson 
(2005) discusses, when failing to be consistent in portraying one’s identity, other 
people may label the individual as non-authentic and fake. This could also be 
connected to MacCannell’s (1973) six-point model. If an individual was to upload a 
natural, more authentic picture of him/herself, it could qualify as Goffman’s (1972 
[1959]) backstage scene. However, Steven tries to put on different filters to make his 
pictures look better but sometimes that does not work and he crops his pictures 
instead. It can be noticed how important the uploaded images are. It can be thought 
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that Steven believes he will not receive enough likes needed for an egoboost if the 
picture is not appealing enough. The likes then become important enough that 
modifying the pictures is needed in order to increase the amount of likes.  
Overall, getting likes is about receiving confirmation and strengthening one’s self 
esteem. Not many of the participants stated that this is the case, but in the end it was 
still said either accidentally or unconsciously.  
 
4.1.3 #Hashtags 
An Instagram user can actively try to get more likes by adding hashtags to the text 
belonging to a picture. Although this is a common concept for Instagram users, our 
participants did not seem to have embraced it. All of the participants have used 
hashtags once or more, but generally not for the purpose of getting more likes on a 
picture. Steven said that he sometimes creates fun hashtags that probably no one will 
find just because it is entertaining. Joey, another interviewee, says that he uses 
hashtags as well but not in order to make people follow him.  
 
Joey: “It can be fun with hashtags because then you can go in and see what 
other people have uploaded from the same place. (…) then I do a lot of 
nonsense as well, it doesn’t mean anything, things you wouldn’t search for, 
like #ajajajajaj. I usually don’t take photos and then bomb them with hashtags 
and think that people is going to search for this and find me (…).”  
 
Here it can be said that Joey mostly uses hashtags for making funny words. Other 
participants such as Charlotte and Leo have also stated that they use funny hashtags or 
make up words that no one would search for. Going through Leo’s Instagram feed, it 
is shown that when hashtags are being used, there are always some that have no 
meaning or are not real words.   
During her interview, Charlotte said that the purpose of her Instagram was to 
convey a happy feeling to others. By identifying herself as a person who conveys 
happy feelings, making funny and unique hashtags is a way of achieving that sort of 
identity.  
Joey, Emma and Sandra have all used hashtags when participating at events. At 
Joey’s event, all hashtagged pictures were shown on a big screen in front of everyone 
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participating, and during Emma and Sandra’s event they were encouraged to hashtag 
the happening. However, they said that they would not have used hashtags if they 
were not encouraged to do so.  
The overall impression from the interviews is that likes are important, however, it 
seems mostly important to get likes from friends and not from outsiders. If likes from 
outsiders were to be important, our participants would embrace the concept of 
hashtagging much more seriously.  
Gabriel & Lang (1995) discuss the complications individuals face when trying to 
find a meaning for the self while constructing and maintaining an identity in a world 
that is constantly changing. The goal is to make the right choices that will later result 
in the creation of an ego ideal that is respected of others and simultaneously 
stimulates self-love. A way to achieve this goal is to search for an identity through 
consumption.  Identifying oneself with a brand on Instagram would require either a 
picture of the brand and/or a hashtag of the brand name. Various campaigns and 
competitions on Instagram usually require that the users hashtag the brand in order to 
compete. During the interviews, it became evident that most participants feel reluctant 
about hashtagging a company or a brand in their pictures. Some participants have 
hashtagged brands and even participated in competitions, but these were things that 
the individual could relate to and felt that it represented their identity. It was not said, 
but rather noticeable, that the participants would not hashtag something they do not 
associate their identity with. Therefore, it is easier for them to make their own, funny 
hashtags that represent their identity on Instagram.  
Hashtags have the effect of contributing to a wider spread and thus generating 
more likes. If an Instagram user types #summer in a picture, their image will be 
shown for everyone who searches for that particular hashtag or clicks on it. Instead of 
using this technique, the participants have shown a tendency of not caring that much 
about whether non-followers like their pictures or not. So, it seems that acceptance 
and confirmation in form of likes is essential to be originated from friends and 
followers.   
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4.2 #Fabricating a Genuine Identity 
From our interviews and observations, it has become evident that people fabricate an 
identity on Instagram that most of the time does not correspond to their identity 
outside the social networking site. They want to achieve a certain image on Instagram 
and therefore select certain aspects of their lives that they wish to portray. In some 
cases they even construct events and happenings for the sole purpose of posting a 
picture on Instagram. Their identity or image on Instagram becomes a part of them, 
and they feel a need to stay consistent with this image. Below we will discuss how the 
participants in our study fabricate an identity that they perceive as genuine on 
Instagram.   
 
4.2.1 #Instagram Moment 
All of the participants in our interviews recognized that the person they were on 
Instagram was only a small part of who they really are. We asked Lucy if she was the 
same person on Instagram as in real life, and she responded “No, I am not. You 
beautify your life a lot on Instagram." It was clear from all the respondents that they 
do not show their entire personality through Instagram. It seems that each photograph 
that is posted goes through a test of different criteria, which is different for each 
person. Both Monica and Lucy talk about something that they call an “Instagram 
moment”. The Instagram moment can be viewed as an updated version of the Kodak 
moment. The Kodak moment is characterized by a rare moment that is either captured 
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by a picture, or should have been captured by a picture. The language has however 
evolved into a phrase that better suits the technology used and the moments captured 
today.  
 
Lucy: “[Instagram moment] It can be very different. When I have been on a 
trip, then I have posted a picture of the beach, that is something that you want 
to show others. It can be things that you want to brag about, or a lot on friends 
when you are having fun. It feels like you want to show everyone ‘look at 
how good my life is!’ or ‘look at all the fun I am having!’.”  
 
Monica: “When you are having a good moment, then you want to take a picture.”  
 
For Monica, her Instagram becomes a sort of diary with the highlights of her life. This 
is consistent with Van House, Davis, Ames, Finn and Viswanathan’s (2005) work 
who identified that photographs are used to nurture social relationship but also acts as 
a personal diary. Both Lucy and Monica recognize the Instagram moments in their 
lives, and the need to document and share them. These photographs usually consist of 
special events that are being portrayed on their accounts, giving them both a 
glamorous image that might only reflect a small part of their actual life.  
 
Lucy: “Sometimes I feel a bit silly, like I try to be cooler on Instagram than I 
am in reality. You get inspired by others who post lots of cool pictures, so 
then I have to post fun pictures."  
 
As Jenkins (1996) has identified, the self-identity is inseparable from the 
construction of collective social identity. The self-identity is validated through 
social interactions, it is therefore important to express these social interactions. 
Lucy feels that the lifestyle and image that she portrays has to live up to a certain 
glamorized standard that exists on Instagram. Most of the participants followed 
both friends as well as inspirational accounts and celebrities on Instagram. The 
celebrities document their glamorous life where they shop expensive brands, go to 
exclusive parties, look perfect, work out with a professional trainer or go to exotic 
places. The inspirational accounts often feature fitness advice in form of workout 
exercises and diet plans. The social context therefore demands certain behavior 
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that Lucy feels a need to live up to. She therefore constructs an identity that is 
applicable in this atmosphere.  
 
Maria: “It is a bit boring with Instagram that everyone is trying to be 
something. Like ‘I am this healthy!’, ‘I am this good’ (…) But it is supposed 
to look a bit glamorous, you should say ‘God she is so perfect!’” 
 
Emma: “I think that the pictures of friends and celebrities are pretty similar, 
in their image. Celebrities maybe do more things, fine, going to events and 
stuff like that but it is still pretty similar in what you post.” 
 
The inspirational and celebrity photographs are mixed in the feed with friends and 
other “ordinary” people. This mixture has created a pressure on the participants. Both 
to live up to the life style of the celebrities as much as possible, creating this 
glamorized standard, and also to live up to a healthy standard. By extension, both 
Lucy and Maria post pictures like this increasing the pressure on their friends to also 
live up to this standard. As Emma mentions above, the photographs a very similar 
independent of whom is posting them. The standard to live a glamorous, healthy and 
perfect lifestyle is therefore elevated.   
There are in general no sad faces posted on Instagram. The participants feel like 
they need to post interesting events. Therefore, activities that they do in their ordinary 
life is seen as something boring and therefore negative. The pictures portray positive 
events and feelings, there is no room for anything negative. The everyday life 
becomes something shameful that is not to be spoken of. As Goffman (1972 [1959]) 
points out, there is a clear front and back stage, the performance exists in the front 
stage and the preparations and reality exist in the back stage. Their ordinary life and 
sad moments belong in their back stage, and is therefore something that they try to 
hide.     
 
Maria: “Yeah it should look like you are having fun. You rarely post anything 
negative. I maybe have a lot of boring things, but I don’t want to post regular 
things, it is often something special (…) It’s not like I would post something 
when I am sitting on a bus, or boring things like that (...) [Misery] it is very 
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rarely that you see something like that, you don’t take a photo when you are 
sad.” 
 
Monica: “It is mostly like a positive diary, sometimes you add a bit of 
everyday as well, but that bothers me afterwards, for example this picture. It 
is a fun picture, but when I look back at it I don’t want to remember that 
moment so it bothers me. But I like the picture so I don’t want to delete it. 
But I don’t like that everything around it is like positive and pretty pictures 
and then I have this one which is negative.”  
 
 
 
The picture above is the one that Monica describes as negative. The negative aspect 
here is that she finds it boring. Interestingly enough, as a student, this is what she 
usually spends her days doing. In reality, this is an ordinary day. However, why she 
thought that this was a fun picture to post at that moment, was that she was studying 
on a Saturday, something out of the ordinary. This justified posting what she 
otherwise considers a negative or a boring picture. Looking back though, it does not 
fit in with her front stage on Instagram and therefore does not live up to the role she 
has created for herself.  
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4.2.2 #Fabricated Reality 
Many of our participants construct a reality on Instagram. Some of the photographs 
that are posted are either totally fabricated or are modified to suit the participant’s 
purposes on Instagram. The participants feel a need to be interesting on Instagram, 
and if their life is uninteresting for the moment, they will create interesting events for 
the sole purposes of producing an interesting photograph. One of the participants, 
Monica, was challenged to each day during a period of five days, post a photograph 
showing off her regular life, which she thought was very hard.  
 
Monica: “It almost feels a bit staged. What if I don’t have a nice moment 
today that I want to show off, but you are forced to? So you fake it until it is 
not even the truth. You make a nice breakfast just to take a nice photograph, 
but it is not the truth. The truth becomes too vulnerable.” 
 
Her regular life becomes too vulnerable and unglamorous, so she created moments 
that were photo-worthy and would reflect positively on her. The breakfast alone was 
not the appealing aspect, but the photograph that it could produce.  
This idea is closely linked with Goffman’s (1972 [1959]) idea of a front and back 
region of public performance, known as the front stage and the back stage. In this case 
Monica feels that her ordinary and authentic life, her back stage, would discredit her 
image on Instagram, and therefore hides it. MacCannel (1973) has divided these 
stages into a six-point model, where different stages have certain resemblance to a 
back stage. The breakfast would here in fact be a fabricated back stage. What is 
interesting here is that Monica states that her Instagram is private.  
 
Monica: “I don’t want just anyone to be able to see my pictures or that they 
would be spread on the internet. Neither do I want an employer to see my 
pictures. I only want people who I know to follow me.”  
 
Even though she knows the people who follows her on Instagram and consider them 
her friends, she was still reluctant towards showing them her true back stage. She was 
   56  
therefore only willing to show her followers something that would resemble a back 
stage, when it in fact was a fabricated front stage. Another participant, Sandra, also 
took part in this challenge. 
 
Sandra: “I thought it was a fun idea. You really had to put up something that 
was typical for just that day. On the other hand, that’s what I think Instagram 
is all about, to show off what you are doing right now. But during this 
challenge I felt the need to actually do something to get a picture. You 
wouldn’t just sit around and take a photograph of your computer (…) I 
wouldn’t just put up that it’s 9 p.m. and I am in the sofa, drinking tea and 
watching TV. That wouldn’t have gotten many likes (haha)!”  
 
So even though the purpose of the entire challenge was to portray their ordinary lives, 
the two participants felt a need to modify their lives to fit into their image on 
Instagram. Both Sandra and Monica have a private setting on Instagram and can 
therefore control who can view their pictures, but they were still reluctant and felt 
uneasy of showing off their back stage. In their minds, their back stage becomes too 
vulnerable and they were also afraid that it would be considered too boring. Sandra 
and Monica are very externally oriented and feel a need to be consistent in their 
created identity. Their idea of authentic is rather staying true to the created identity 
than to what is in fact real. This idea of consistency is closely linked to Peterson’s 
(2005) work of authenticity of the constructed self, it is essential to be consistent with 
the created role in order to not be labeled as fake.  
Even though Sandra in the interview stated “that’s what I think Instagram is all 
about, to show off what you are doing right now”, she sometimes posts professional 
photographs taken by a real photographer at another point of time. Here, the activity 
in that moment is not as important as rather how she might be feeling in the moment. 
To portray these feelings on Instagram she uses photographs that capture that feeling. 
The picture below shows Sandra and her boyfriend, and is posted on their two year 
anniversary. Even though Sandra says that Instagram is all about showing what you 
are doing in this moment right now, we can assume that what she was doing in that 
moment of their anniversary belonged in her back stage and did not live up to or 
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would change her created identity on Instagram. Therefore, instead of showing her 
followers her reality in that moment, she used a fabricated photograph that speaks to 
her both visually as well as the story it tells. Through this front stage, she is able to 
tell her followers a story of a loving relationship. Drawing on Ferdinand de Saussure’s 
(1974[1916]) work of signifiers and signified, this photograph can bear resemblance 
to an advertising campaign. This can by some of her followers signify perfection, 
creating a linkage between the couple and perfection. By extension, they can become 
a symbol for the perfect relationship.  
 
Looking through Sandra’s portfolio of photographs, we found a pattern of how 
pictures portraying her and her boyfriend were staged. Sandra often uses the feminine 
touch as discussed by Goffman (1979 [1976]) in the pictures, which further associates 
the photographs with an advertising campaign. They are also often portraying a 
romantic kiss, enhancing them as a symbol for the “perfect couple”. Their back stage 
as a couple is however never portrayed on Instagram. Comments on these 
photographs often include hearts or comments like “how romantic!”, which increases 
their story of perfect love.  
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4.2.3 #Fragmented Identity 
Two of the participants, Michael and David, stood out from the rest in the sense that 
they entered a role when using the social media site. The idea of entering different 
roles is closely associated with Markus and Nurius (1986) idea of possible selves. 
Entering different roles was usually perceived by both Michael and David as an active 
choice. They also felt like they could switch in between these roles, or possible selves. 
These two participants differ from the rest since they mostly use Instagram for 
professional purposes. Even though their Instagram accounts are mainly used 
professionally, they still felt the need to add what they perceived as private aspects to 
make their account more interesting.  
 
David: “I had a period when I only posted things I had done and no personal 
things, but I thought that I was becoming a bit boring on the private side. So I 
thought, would all of my followers disappear if I post that now? But they did 
not, in fact. They went along for the private journey as well, so now I mix it 
up (…) Sure, I want the private part too, but I don’t have the energy to have 
two accounts where one is for private and one is for my company.”  
 
David: “I am very closed, I don’t show that much of the private and it is not 
something that I really write about. It’s a picture once in a while, what I do in 
my everyday life (…) It is also about integrity, it becomes too personal. This 
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is something very daring for me, I feel that this is enough. I think like that, 
there are barely any pictures of me, one once in a while. ‘Who is he behind 
the pictures?’ It is pretty fun to see the person behind the photographs.”  
 
Even though David tries to add some private aspects as well, he is still very hesitant to 
how private he can be. The identity that David has created on Instagram is a front 
stage and the photographs labeled as “private” bear little resemblance to David’s real 
back stage (Goffman, 1972 [1959]). The “private” photographs are in fact just added 
to enforce David’s identity on Instagram and are used to give his audience a 
perception that they are partaking in his back stage, when in fact they are not.  
Michael, the other participant that uses Instagram mostly for professional 
purposes, was asked if he was the same person on Instagram as he is in reality.  
 
Michael: “Nothing is faked. I think that, especially all people who work with 
some kind of communication in a professional way, have to be honest. So it is 
the same Michael, just not all of Michael (…) I have thought about this from 
a marketing perspective, on just how I post the pictures, and I think that there 
is a lot that could be gained, especially for politicians who dare to be more 
open, more burly, more honest, and really dared to be themselves one 
hundred percent. But then you omit a lot of your private life to the public 
sphere and that is not something that I am willing to do.”  
 
Michael believes that he is showing a true identity, but that it is just a fraction of who 
he is in reality. Even though Michael is not willing to show his entire private side, he 
still incorporates it once in a while. However, even though he believes that it is 
strategically good to show your private side as a marketing tool, he is very reluctant in 
doing so. The private role is too vulnerable for him.   
 
Interviewer: “Would you say that you mix both private and public on your 
Instagram?” 
 
Michael: “I wouldn’t say that, or yeah, a little bit. But I am very restricted 
with the private, on all social networks, to keep it protected. If we go onto my 
Instagram and look we can see if we find anything that would be classified as 
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private. I have one, for example this picture that is eight weeks old, from a 
museum in New York, which is totally private. I thought it was a fun and 
interesting sculpture which I felt that this was something that I want to share. 
I thought it was a good picture that described where I was, but still was not 
too revealing of my surroundings (…) I am pretty restrictive with pictures of 
my social circle since I live in a pretty public position, so I don’t think that 
that is something that like my friends and family really should be forced to be 
a part of (…) It is not like it never happens, but I am very restrictive with it 
(…) Personally, I feel a very small interest of giving people an illusion that 
they know me when they in fact do not.” 
 
The photograph that Michael is talking about is shown below. Even though he 
classifies this as a private picture, there are no people in it. Neither does he mention 
that he actually is in New York or which museum he is visiting. The reason why 
Michael classifies this photograph as private, an inside joke that Michael shares with 
his brother, is not mentioned. Therefore, his followers are not allowed entrance to 
Michael’s true private meaning of the photograph. Michael sense of private on 
Instagram is thus in some ways very different from the other participants in our study. 
Michael, as David, has a very clear distinction between his front and back stage 
(Goffman, 1972 [1959]). 
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David has many international followers, but his friends are mostly Swedish. So when 
switching to his private role, he usually writes his comments in Swedish whereas his 
work related photographs have comments in English. When David posts pictures in 
his professional role he also uses a hashtag frame consisting of multiple hashtags to 
reach a broader target group. The pictures below shows first a photograph that David 
classifies as private and then a photograph of his work which is considered 
professional. That he is successful in his targeting of different groups is shown in the 
amounts of likes, his professional photographs that he wants to spread to a larger 
group also gain a lot more likes than the photographs that David classifies as private.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
David: “I write some of the comments in Swedish, when it is more of an 
internal joke or if you want to reach a targeted group that you think will read 
it.”  
 
This is another way he switches in between different roles, where he is very conscious 
of who he is aiming each specific photograph to. Even though both David and 
Michael possess an identity that exceeds the boundaries of both their private and 
professional life, they perceive these lives as different entities. They have different 
possible selves that they utilize in different social contexts. However, even though 
they perceive some images as private, they are not a part of what Goffman (1972 
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[1959]) would consider a back stage, but rather a front stage. Unlike our other 
participant, they are not trying to show an illusion of a back stage.   
 
4.2.4 #Glamourized Identity 
The participants in our study use various symbols that they want to be identified with. 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1974[1916]) discusses in his work the use of signifiers and 
signified when creating a symbol. In our study, the most common objects used as 
signifiers are brands and famous landmarks. These can be used in an attempt to by 
extension become new signifiers for the signified meaning of the objects.  
David is especially fond of using brands in his pictures. The photograph below 
portrays a watch from Emporio Armani showing the time 4.22 pm. The functional 
purpose of this photograph might be to capture that it is almost 5.00 pm and that he is 
getting ready to go home from work. Yet the focus of the photograph is not mainly of 
the time that the watch shows, but of the watch itself. Emporio Armani as a brand is 
often associated with wealth, Italian luxury and class. Through pictures like the one 
below, these associations become more closely related to David himself.   
  
 
Consumers do not solemnly make consumption choices based on the product’s user-
value, but also from the symbolic value (Giddens, 1991; Dittmar, 1992; Bourdieu, 
1984 [1979]; Gabriel & Lang, 1995; Belk, 1988; McCracken, 1988; Douglas, 1982; 
Goffman, 1972 [1959]). Brands are often used when constructing one’s identity (Mick 
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& Buhl, 1992; McCracken, 1987). In other pictures that David has posted, there are 
several images of champagne bottles. These bottles are often of prestigious brands 
such as Moët & Chardon, Mumm, and Bollinger. These brands symbolize wealth and 
class, additionally enforcing this image. What all of these brands signify is a luxurious 
lifestyle. The last two pictures below are posted with a small time difference of 
maximum a week, enforcing this glamorous lifestyle.  By posting relatively many of 
these types of photographs, David himself can by extension become the signifier and 
finally a symbol for a luxurious lifestyle. In postmodernity, the self is something that 
the individual constantly creates (Solomon, 1996). When David uses these brands, he 
is constructing an identity that entails wealth.  
 
 
 
Emma, another one of our participants was on a trip and took the photograph of 
herself that is portrayed below. In this picture, she is standing in front of a Hermès 
store. Hermès is a brand often associated with France, luxury, and chic. Even though 
Emma is standing in this photograph, a portrait is not the central purpose of the 
picture. If a portrait of Emma was the main purpose of the photograph, it would be 
zoomed in and Emma would have been in the center of the picture. However, she is 
standing to the side and is therefore portraying herself in a certain environment. Once 
again, the logo of Hermès becomes important. Emma is feeding of Hermès as a 
signifier, essentially trying to project herself as someone who shops in this luxurious 
environment. Even though Emma did not shop in the Hermès store, she could 
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envision this as a possible self that she is aiming to become, and ideal self (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986). This is not yet her identity in real life, but through Instagram she can 
portray her possible self and by extension create an identity on Instagram that 
captures the ideal that she wants to become.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Charlotte went on a trip to Paris in 2012. When she was there she posted the first 
picture shown below of her, her friend and the Eiffel Tower. As in Williamson’s 
(1978) work of symbols used in advertising to create a natural linkage between the 
product and the symbol, Charlotte here tries to create a natural linkage between her 
and the Eiffel Tower. The first picture’s objective might be to show her followers that 
she is in Paris. The other two are however posted after she got home and weeks after 
her trip. To justify these photographs she uses the hashtag #throwbackthursday, which 
is a hashtag used on Thursdays to post pictures that you have from a previous event or 
happening in your life. She also does a spin of this famous hashtag and calls it 
#throwbackfriday, another way of justify her posting an old pictures, but on a Friday. 
All of her photographs from Paris contain the Eiffel Tower, which could be either a 
conscious or an unconscious decision in trying to create a linkage between the 
landmark and Charlotte as a person.  The Eiffel Tower is also centralized in all of the 
pictures, making it the important aspect of the photographs.  
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Most of the participants in our study have on numerous occasions tried to establish 
themselves as symbols for a luxurious lifestyles. There is however one exception, 
namely Michael. Throughout all of his pictures he has not a single exclusive brand 
represented. Neither does he post pictures next to famous landmarks when he is on 
vacation. The photographs shown below are very typical of him. These might not be 
exclusive symbols, but they are however symbols that are very essential for Michael 
as a personal brand. Since Michael works as a Swedish politician, his objective has 
been to maintain an image as down to earth and someone that people can relate to. An 
exclusive brand would therefore be harmful for him as a brand. Even though he 
consumes luxurious brands and travels, this is not something that he would openly 
portray. His more extravagant lifestyle is categorized in his back stage (Goffman, 
1972 [1959]). Michael has created a front stage where he is acting as someone living 
on a student budget. He therefore posts pictures like the one shown below, of fast 
noodles. The fast noodles are also a signifier and is often associated with low budget 
and student life. By posting this picture he can maintain his image as someone who 
lives like a student and as a regular Swede, while secretly enjoying a more luxurious 
lifestyle. His authenticity as someone on a low budget is constructed, but it is essential 
to the image that he has created. Failing to maintain this image would label him as 
fake (Peterson, 2005). 
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5. Results and Discussion 
In this final chapter, we will present our findings. These will be discussed in relation 
to existing literature. We will also discuss limitations of our study and suggest 
practical implications as well as possible further research.  
 
Through our research, we have observed how consumers identify themselves on 
Instagram and how they communicate this identity. The empirical findings have 
shown that individuals are complex human beings with various possible selves. 
Through Instagram, people have found a way of choosing and controlling how they 
are perceived by others. By choosing and controlling what is to be shown to others, 
they can eliminate all the negative aspects of their lives and persons, and solemnly 
focus on what is positive. They are creating a new identity for themselves that exists 
within the social networking site.  
Markus and Nurius (1986) discuss the individual’s imagined possibilities of the 
self. The possible self is a sort of ideal self that individuals strive to achieve. Through 
Instagram, consumers have found a possible channel to project this ideal self. In doing 
so they create an identity that only exists within the social networking site. It is 
possible through Instagram, to strictly control and maintain this online identity. The 
empirical findings have shown that the most important factor is not being truthful, but 
rather consistent. In accordance to Peterson (2005), it is essential for the consumers to 
stay consistent with their constructed selves. Being perceived as authentic is therefore 
more closely related to being consistent in their behavior than portraying their true 
reality. Their true identity is however not consistent with the constructed identity on 
Instagram. When individuals are unable to live up to their identity in real life, they 
either restrain themselves from uploading a photograph or they create events in order 
to stay consistent with their created identity. This behavior has generated a lot of 
anxiety amongst our participants. They have created a fictional identity that is hard to 
live up to.  
In the beginning, the participant’s Instagram identity was something that only 
existed within the social networking site. However, as things have progressed, this 
identity is moving into their everyday lives. The main reason why you go to a 
glamorous event is not for the personal satisfaction anymore, it is to share a 
photograph of the event on Instagram to enhance your identity. Brunches are staged 
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into nice photographs and luxury brands are put together to produce a nice collage. 
The ordinary life is not of importance, it is only the extraordinary life that counts.  
If this behavior progresses, it could very well have an effect on society. When the 
standard is elevated, so are also the expectations of people. Chasing this behavior 
could quite possibly create even more anxiety, especially if the created identity moves 
even more from social media and into real life. Then, their identity is not as easily 
controlled, forcing them to either change their behavior in real life to fit their created 
identity or to close themselves off from the world in fear of showing their genuine 
self.  
The participants in our study show signs of viewing themselves as an object 
rather than a person; they are objectifying themselves. They are creating their own 
personal brand that they need to maintain and promote. The brand most importantly 
needs to be controlled so that it stays consistent. These findings are coherent with 
Joseph’s (2013) work on personal branding. After creating this Instagram identity, 
consumers have become very careful when considering which photographs are to be 
chosen to reflect upon their new identity. For some participants in our study, this 
created identity has evolved into a personal brand. The participants act like a 
communication agency that analyzes what will promote their brand and what could 
possibly harm it.  
In the news feed, regular people as well as celebrities are competing for the space 
and attention from the viewer. This has created a pressure on our participants to live 
up to the standard set by people with greater means of living, and a different life style. 
The brand that they have created for themselves on Instagram therefore often 
resembles more of a multi-millionaire globetrotter than a student living on a tight 
budget. This behavior creates a distorted reality in which the participants have to live 
up to both their created personal brand and what is expected of them by their 
followers. This could be connected to Sirgy’s (1982) idea of three identities. 
Especially the social self, concerning how an individual presents him/herself to other 
people. The social self is in this context built on the ideal self, which is how the 
consumer wishes to perceive him/herself.  
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5. 1 Theoretical Contributions  
This study has provided some interesting insights into how consumers think, act and 
portray themselves on Instagram. The main concepts for consumer behavior that were 
found in this study are based on personal branding and consumer identity. By 
conducting a qualitative research we have developed these two streams of literature. 
Additionally, we have contributed to previous views of authenticity and the 
perception of a front and back stage.  
Goffman’s (1972 [1959]) and MacCannel’s (1973) work of front stage and back 
stage have mainly been focused on the authenticity of tourism. We have contributed 
to this theory through establishing that this concept also applies in the individual’s 
process of identifying themselves. When constructing an identity, the individual 
chooses which characteristics and events that are portrayed in the front stage and 
which are concealed in the back stage. It is not only tourists and consumers who seek 
authenticity, but also individuals who seek an authentic social context. In Peterson’s 
(2005) work on authenticity, he has mainly focused on brands and branded 
individuals. We can however show that individuals who do not perceive themselves 
as brands, also strive to be consistent and by extension, becoming authentic. These 
two theories have therefore developed past a commercial sense and into the private 
sphere.  
Consumer identity has been researched for many decades. Consumers are 
constantly in the search of associating themselves with some brand or identity that 
matches their preferences of the ideal self. Sirgy (1982) has identified the concept of 
self as three different dimensions: the actual self, the ideal self, and the social self. 
Our findings indicate that consumers strive for an ideal self, and through Instagram, 
they have found an outlet where they can project their ideal self.  In doing so, they 
create a new identity, that in this context becomes their actual self. The identity that is 
created within Instagram is also a projection of the social self. The lines between 
these dimensions are therefore becoming more blurred and integrated. Consumers 
create different identities that serve different purposes. Through our findings, we have 
found that these created identities have an effect on the actual self. The actual self is 
losing power in relation to the ideal self and the social self. The ideal and social self 
are becoming so important for consumers that they neglect their actual self. We have 
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elaborated the concept of self and hopefully given a deeper understanding of how 
consumers perceive the concept of self.    
Previous streams of studies on consumer identity, have been focused on real 
social settings (Chernev et al., 2011; Kleine et al., 1993; Solomon, 1987; Siegel, 
1982; Levy, 1959). Our study has, however, been focused on analyzing consumer 
identity in a constructed social setting. The interactions between people on Instagram 
are made virtually, behind a screen. Expressions on Instagram therefore become more 
controlled than in regular life, which adds a different dimension to previous studies. 
The aspect of control makes the consumer more aware of their self-expression and 
identity.  
Studies concerning personal branding have usually been conducted in a 
quantitative manner (Miller & Edwards, 2007; Chalfen, 1987). We have, however, 
chosen to conduct a qualitative research in the hopes of providing deeper insights into 
how individuals market themselves. When conducting personal interviews where the 
individual was allowed to speak freely, the focus shifts from a general understanding 
to the private individual. This thesis provides a deeper understanding of the narratives 
related to the personal brand on Instagram. This thesis also gives a richer 
comprehension of how people perceive their own personal brand.   
Shepherd’s (2005) work recognizes that people need to market themselves in 
order to get noticed in a marketplace with the purpose of gaining employment. 
Wetsch’s (2012) work is similar to the concept created by Shepherd, when he states 
that individuals might find potential employers online by marketing their personal 
brand. Both Shepherd’s (2005) and Wetsch’s (2012) work have been focused on the 
purpose of a personal brand, being to attain employment. We have in our findings 
found that people also create personal brand for private and social purposes. Most of 
the participants in our study used their personal brand as a source for gaining respect 
and affirmation in their social surrounding, rather than marketing themselves for 
recruitment. There were, however, some participants that factored possible 
employment into their personal brands, but this was not the sole purpose of their 
brands.  
Joseph (2013) compares branding of a product with personal branding. He 
maintains that a personal brand needs to be carefully managed and controlled through 
life, just like any commercial brand. Through our findings, we see a tendency that 
consumers’ created identities on Instagram are also becoming their personal brand. In 
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other words, it is not only the personal brand that is controlled and maintained, but 
also the individual’s identity. The lines between the personal brand and identity are 
becoming blurred.  
We found that people use Instagram as a way of communicating their personal 
brand, providing a consistent image since it can be controlled. If their image is 
carefully maintained on Instagram, individuals sometimes feel free to act differently 
offline. An example of this is one of our participants, Michael, who maintains an 
image of living a student life on Instagram, but in private he feels free to enjoy a 
luxurious lifestyle. Michael feels that his personal brand is fabricated and 
consequently disconnected from his identity. Therefore, it is easier for him to act in 
different ways online and offline. Most of the participants in our study, however, have 
created an identity on Instagram that resembles their ideal self. For them, it is harder 
to separate the online and offline context, and their created identity on Instagram 
moves into their real life. When their created identity resembles their ideal self, they 
start viewing this identity as a personal brand.  
 
5.2 Practical Implications 
Our empirical findings of the created identity could provide valuable insights, which 
will hopefully aid in the analysis of consumers. These insights may facilitate the 
process of targeting consumer groups on social networking sites. By understanding 
the consumer’s created and ideal identities, it is possible to more effectively plan a 
marketing strategy. Support for our findings can be found in both the consumer 
identity literature as well as in the personal branding literature.  
Marketing on Instagram has previously consisted of mainly branded accounts, 
marketing through celebrities and competitions. Branded accounts are accounts in a 
company’s name, which is used to promote products to their followers. Consumers 
who are following these accounts are generally interested in the brand and are loyal 
customers. Are findings show that this an appreciated channel for updating the 
consumer about happenings or new product releases. The pictures posted by the 
companies do not reach out to the greater masses since the consumer has to actively 
search and follow the company’s account. It is however a good marketing technique 
for keeping loyal customers as well as creating and maintaining a relationship with 
them.    
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More and more celebrities have joined Instagram and have created a personal account 
in order for fans to follow their everyday life. In the photographs posted on these 
accounts, they also manifest a variety of brands that are compliant with their 
glamorous lifestyle. From our research we found that these accounts were very 
popular amongst our participants. We also found that the participants are very 
influential and adapt their behavior to who they were following. This has created a 
glamourized standard that “ordinary” people strive to achieve, by posting comparable 
pictures. This is consistent with Siegel’s (1982) findings who found that consumers 
might identify themselves even more with a brand, if the brand is associated with 
either a celebrity or a stereotype, in the pursuit of becoming this stereotype. As the 
participant Emma in our study noted, the photographs portrayed on Instagram are 
very similar independent of who is posting them. Marketing through celebrities 
creates an indirect link between the consumer and the brand, where the consumer tries 
to mimic the behavior of the celebrity. Therefore, using celebrities for marketing of 
products is a useful channel.  
The competitions have generally been oriented in increasing recognition and 
awareness of already existing products. The participants of the competitions have 
been encouraged to post photographs on their Instagram account and hashtag the 
picture with the company and brand name. For some competitions, the companies 
have created a special hashtag that is to be used for that special occasion. The 
participants in the competition take part in order to win a prize. Our findings show 
that consumers are reluctant in competing in these types of competitions if there is the 
slightest risk of harming their identity or brand. Neither is the prize of a competition 
as important as the company and brand that is the host. However, it was also found 
that the photographs posted by users who they did not know where not as closely 
inspected as those of their friends. Many of our participants stated that they would in 
fact participate in a competition, if the brand fit their identity. Thus, it is more 
profitable to get “ordinary” people to market the brand through either hashtags or 
pictures of products, rather than celebrities. In order to be successful in this marketing 
technique, it is essential to get the Instagram users to identify themselves with the 
brand.   
In conclusion, all of these marketing tools can be useful for different purposes. 
For maintaining a consistent relationship with loyal consumers, it is important to be 
accessible. A brand account provides an excellent channel for communicating with 
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existing customers. Our findings prove that consumers are influential and adapt their 
behavior in order to live up to a glamorous standard. Celebrities serve as an 
inspiration in the creation of this ideal standard. However, it was shown that pictures 
posted by “ordinary” people, for example friends of the consumer, were more closely 
inspected. This indicates that the most profitable channel for marketing is through 
people who are perceived as trustworthy.  
 
5.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 
This thesis has some limitations that need to be addressed. This study has been 
conducted with both time limitations as well as monetary limitations, therefore, our 
focus has been on students living in the Lund area. This has created little 
diversification in the pool of participants. To achieve an even greater understanding, it 
would be preferable to follow and interview the participants for a longer period of 
time. However, due to time limitations this was not possible. The qualitative research 
method is sometimes criticized for being subjective.  
The purpose of this study has been to conduct a narrative analysis of consumer’s 
identity on the social networking site Instagram. This has contributed with new 
understanding concerning the consumer identity and personal brand, but it has also 
led to several questions that are yet unexplored within this area.  
The social group that was chosen for the purposes of this thesis is middle-class, 
white, academics, living in Sweden and in their 20’s, thus it only reflects a small 
portion of Instagram users worldwide. It would therefore be interesting to replicate 
the study using different social groups in different countries. This might portray 
differences in consumption behavior in relation to social groups as well as 
geographical differences.  
During the period of this thesis, Instagram was fairly new and the participants had 
only actively used it for a maximum of two years. However, our findings suggest that 
the created identity is no longer isolated to the social networking site, but is moving 
into the user’s real life. Is the idea of a personal brand limited to a social media 
context where it can be controlled or are we viewing ourselves more as an object and 
personal brand in all contexts? In this case, is there a risk that the level of authenticity 
might come into question as suggested by Peterson (2005) if they do not live up to 
their created brand or will the brand evolve into several different brands for different 
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social contexts? We believe that further research of personal branding in relation to 
authenticity could be very interesting and would increase the understanding of the 
idea of self.  
In conclusion, we hope that this study will benefit theorists within marketing and 
communication research. We also hope that we have contributed to a greater 
understanding of consumer identity in a digitalized world.  
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